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Foreword 
The Speculative Philosophers of Art 


BY ARTHUR C. DANTO 


HEN I WAS invited to write some introductory words to Jean-Marie 
Schaeffer's remarkable work, I thought it somewhat misleading that it was 
to be placed before an American readership in a series devoted to “New 
French Thought.” For one thing, though its title is Art of the Modern Age: 
Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art from the Eighteenth Century to the 
Present, French philosophers are bit players at best in the sweep of specu- 
lation the book surveys. The heroes—or the villains—of Schaeffer’s story 
are Germans all, from Kant, through the Romanticists Novalis and Fried- 
rich Schlegel, to Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Heidegger. Schaef- 
fer himself is of course a contemporary French thinker, and so his book 
qualifies, externally at least, as New French Thought. But it is scarcely 
representative of what we have come to regard as French thought since the 
late 1960s, as defined by the work of Derrida, Foucault, Baudrillard, and 
others, who have labored to expose, through deconstruction, the hidden 
pathogens of contemporary thought and culture. If those figures constitute 
what we assume to be French thought, then Schaeffer is a representative 
of a new wave with an animus against the germanophile generation before 
his. Anyway, I hope this book gets looked at by philosophers who would 
not ordinarily consider French thought as bearing on their concerns. 

There is, it must be granted, a deconstructive tinge to Jean-Marie 
Schaeffer’s undertaking, inasmuch as he identifies and seeks to disarm 
what he regards as a powerful distorting theory—the “speculative theory 
of art”—which lies beneath and behind the magisterial texts that define 
the canon of philosophical aesthetics. But Schaeffer himself writes far 
more in the grain of Anglo-American analytical philosophy than do any of 
his celebrated peers. His writing is governed by certain values the previous 
generation of French thinkers has at times cheerfully cast aside—the ide- 
als of clarity and consequence, the ideas of logic, truth, and evidence—in 
favor of allowing signifiers to frolic in giddy verbal play, constrained only 
by the author’s impish inventiveness. The true spirit of Deconstruction is 
to treat texts as so many disguises for the will-to-power of their conserva- 
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tive or subversive authors. By contrast, Schaeffer is so precise and unre- 
lenting a philosophical critic that one wonders how some of the philoso- 
phies he anatomizes here can possibly survive the operation. His several 
chapters are diagnostic expositions of texts which have had a powerful 
influence on the tenor of the previous generation of French thinkers— 
what would these thinkers have been without Hegel, what would Derrida 
have been like as a thinker without Nietzsche and Heidegger? The previ- 
ous generation of French thinkers owes much of its style, its spirit, even its 
content to what it took over and transformed from the same body of Ger- 
man texts Schaeffer distances himself from through a sustained radical 
skepticism. So by discussing the German metaphysicians, Schaeffer is 
obliquely attacking the previous generation of French thinkers at the 
roots. This, as I shall suggest, connects with the politics of art in France 
today, but it has rather less connection with the situation in the United 
States, where his arguments will mainly be for the benefit of philosophers, 
who might perhaps find in them a justification for not engaging with what 
we may simply call the Speculative Philosphers of Art. 

With the guarded exception of Kant, the German thinkers taken up in 
this book have had no impact to speak of on mainstream philosophical 
thought in the United States. And they stand as so many distant Hima- 
layas to the body of short argumentative texts through which the philoso- 
phy of art has been addressed in America in recent years. This is so in part 
because they express a set of attitudes toward art almost infinitely exaited 
by contrast with the minimalist attitudes of American aestheticians, whose 
paradigms have been Duchamp, Warhol, and Cage. Just now, there may 
be a gnawing appetite for something grander than Fountain, Brillo Box, 
and 4 Minutes, 33 Seconds can provide, and hence an uncertain longing 
for the great redeeming visions of art the Germans struggled to articulate. 
All the more reason to hope that Schaeffer’s book quickly detaches itself 
from its French context and stands on its own as a magnificent critique of 
texts in the philosophy of art it would be of some considerable importance 
for American philosophers to know about. They would find in Schaeffer 
one of their own, so to speak, but fortified with a deep learning and a 
particular understanding of his writers which only someone trained in 
Continental traditions is likely to possess. 

But what Americans may discover—putting the Speculative Theory of 
Art to one side—is in fact a surprising congruence between the Romantic 
philosophy of art as it developed in Germany in the nineteenth century, 
and contemporary philosophy of art as it has been practiced in America 
since the 1960s. Both, for example, have projected philosophies of the end 
of art, and have constructed philosophical narratives of art history into 
which the present, perhaps terminal state of art can be seen as an outcome. 
The idea that the history of art is marked by a linked sequence of stages 
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was of course central in Hegel, but it has also become a topic of common 
interest among philosophers, historians, and artists themselves in America 
who have wondered whether the canon of minimal paradigms does not 
reflect a philosophical reduction that is one with the end of art? So much 
of Modern and Contemporary art could not have been imagined as art by 
Hegel, nor does it easily fit his proposed narrative of the stages of art 
history, from Symbolic through Classical to Romantic art. Our art, one 
might say, belongs on a level of intellectual self-consciousness that Hegel 
supposed was the mark of the end of art. In a way in which none of the art 
he would accept as such can be said to have done, contemporary art raises 
the question of what makes it art. It was precisely this through which 
Hegel defined the remaining interest of art in his own time—“Art invites 
us to intellectual consideration, and that not for the purpose of creating art 
again, but for knowing philosophically what art is.” Hegel himself did not 
believe that the kind of art for which we may feel a certain nostalgia is any 
longer possible. But he might have found in the analytical philosophy of 
art a sustained investigation into “knowing philosophically what art is,” 
made especially possible by the radically experimental art of the twentieth 
century. 

The analytical philosophy of art has by and large concentrated on the 
ontology of the art work—on the basic difference between art works and 
what I have sometimes called “mere real things.” Hegel has a metaphysi- 
cal answer to this question, because in his view art works are expressions 
of spirit whereas real objects are merely real objects. But art had not 
evolved in his time to allow for the fact that externally speaking, we cannot 
easily distinguish art works from real things since they can look entirely 
alike. 

The possible connection with Hegel is hardly likely to convince Ameri- 
can philosophers that the Speculative Philosophers of Art are their kind of 
guys. They could, however, perhaps do worse than to follow the lead of 
Martin Heidegger, and take over from him the somewhat richer ontology 
he developed in The Origins of the Art Work. In his masterpiece, Sein und 
Zeit, Heidegger distinguished between two basic relationships in which we 
stand to the world—as a system of objects, which he terms Vorhandenen 
(which means the way they are before they have been modified by human 
touch or put to human purposes); and as a system of uses, which he terms 
Zuhandenen or “ready to hand.” It is difficult to think of art works as 
belonging to either category. Art works are not natural objects, like trees 
or rocks, but neither do they seem made for use, like hammers and saws. 
An example of considerable interest to me has been Andy Warhol’s Brillo 
Box of 1964, which so looks like the ordinary carton in which Brillo is 
shipped from warehouses to be unpacked in stockrooms, that the visual 
difference between them can be regarded as negligible. It is helpful to 
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think of Brillo Box as a Werk, and the ordinary Brillo carton as having a 
use, the question then being how work and object of use are to be distin- 
guished philosophically from one another as well as from real objects. One 
of Heidegger’s most interesting ideas concerns the way objects of use form 
complexes or wholes, which he designates Zeugganzen. The objects within 
a Zeugganzes refer to one another through their shapes—the hammer to 
the nail, the nail to the board, the board to the saw. Or the Brillo carton to 
the truck, to the economies of shipping and storing, and to the eye of the 
storekeeper, who finds it more attractive somehow than the cartons of 
Brillo’s competitors. We all recognize that Warhol’s Brillo Box has no 
place in the complex—the Zeugganzes—to which Brillo cartons them- 
selves belong. Since it does not belong to the system of mere things either, 
we must subtract from the analysis of the art work anything that works 
have in common with things and with tools, and think of works as belong- 
ing in systems of works—an art world. Heidegger slips away from the 
powerful structure of objects, uses, and works, to take refuge in a moonily 
edifying characterization of Werk that he derives from the Speculative 
Theory of Art he inherited from his Romantic predecessors. Analytical 
philosophers would hardly follow him in this, and so have to find some 
more amenable way of effecting distinctions it is to his credit to have rec- 
ognized. And having been spared the Speculative Theory of Art, they are 
in position to pursue Heidegger’s distinction in directions he might have 
found insufficiently exalting to have merited his attention. 

There is a third and somewhat surprising parallel. For the most part, 
none of the great German philosophers of art, at least after Kant, seems to 
have been particularly interested in the analysis of beauty or of taste, 
which one might have supposed would be the central topic of aesthetics. It 
is often advanced as a criticism of the analytical philosophy of art that it 
has allowed no room for what Marcel Duchamp described as “aesthetic 
delectation.” Whatever happened to beauty? is heard today with increas- 
ing frequency, and it is perhaps of some value to be able to say that the 
great German philosophers of art did not themselves deal with that kind 
of question either—that it was their view indeed that art is of greater con- 
sequence than affording aesthetic gratification. They may, if Schaeffer is 
right, have given a flawed defense of this through The Speculative Theory 
of Art—but their intuitions were otherwise congruent with those of their 
recent American colleagues, who have had the benefit of art works that lie 
beyond the limits of their imagination. It was Duchamp most particularly 
who demonstrated that beauty is not part of the essence of art since some- 
thing can be art without being beautiful. So beauty is something a work 
can possess or lack, with no implication for its status as art. This is some- 
thing with which Hegel would certainly agree, and nothing more funda- 
mentally divided Hegel from Kant than the fact that Kant could not have 
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agreed. That means that there is a greater gap by far between Kant and the 
Americans than between the latter and Romantics like Hegel. 

Kant, indeed, was profoundly interested in beauty, but he hardly recog- 
nized a distinction between the beauty of art works and the beauty of 
natural objects—meadows, waterfalls, fields of flowers. In this he repre- 
sents the characteristic attitudes of the Enlightenment. There is no funda- 
mental distinction, so far as the anatomy of taste is concerned, between 
natural beauties in flowers and sunsets, or artistic beauty as found in gar- 
dens, palaces, or, for that matter, in works of art. The serpentine line—the 
“line of beauty” in Hogarth’s The Analysis of Beauty—is invariant as to 
the difference between a sculpture of a beautiful woman, and the beautiful 
figure of the woman herself. In neither category of beautiful things could 
beauty, in Kant’s view, be an objective property, so he had no choice but 
to subsume both modes of beauty as subjective, meaning, mainly, that 
beauty is what causes pleasure in the beholder. But, as in everything, Kant 
took his analysis into depths very few of his contemporaries could have 
anticipated. 

For one thing, the experience of beauty gives a certain unexpected sup- 
port to the metaphysical belief that the universe is not hostile to our most 
profound beliefs and hopes. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant wrote 
that “Metaphysics has as the proper objects of its enquiries, three ideas 
only: God, freedom, and immortality—so related that the second concept, 
when combined with the first, should lead to the third as a necessary con- 
clusion.” And in an earlier passage in the same work, he wrote, “The belief 
in a wise and great Author of the world is generated solely by the glorious 
order, beauty, and providential care everywhere displayed in nature.” 
Beauty, in brief, was evidence not just of an author of nature—it was evi- 
dence that the world is not hostile to the belief that life has a purpose. The 
beauty of the world implies a purpose—hence The Critique of Aesthetic 
Judgment is but one part of The Critique of Judgment—the other being 
The Critique of Teleological Judgment, which is rarely discussed by aes- 
theticians. Though the precise purpose which beauty intimates is not re- 
vealed, beauty at least assures us that we and the world are internally 
related, that the world is in ultimate harmony with our faith. This means 
that natural beauty was almost certainly more important to Kant’s philos- 
ophy than artistic beauty could possibly have been. He famously defined 
beauty as purposiveness without specific purpose; but this means some- 
thing a good bit deeper than feeling that a work of art has a purpose, 
though we cannot entirely make out what it is. Artistic purpose is disclosed 
through inquiry, but the purposiveness of nature is disclosed through a 
systematic metaphysical account, which his triad of critiques exemplifies. 
Kant’s argument is intricate and systematic, but his effort is to establish a 
way of connecting the existence of beauty with a belief in the higher pur- 
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poses of creation, carries the analysis of beauty onto a scale of speculation 
so vastly disproportionate to the philosophy of art that it is scarcely any 
wonder that on the subject of art itself, Kant has so little to say. Connected 
as it is to the other two critiques, the Critique of Judgment is a speculative 
philosophy of beauty, but something less than a speculative philosophy of 
art. 

In view of Kant’s philosophical motives, it is something of an irony that 
“the Third Critique” should be the one text among those anatomized by 
Dr. Schaeffer which has recommended itself to American philosophers of 
art. Philosophical questions concerning art have been marginal to those 
through which mainstream philosophy in the United States is defined— 
but Kant is perceived to have written so deeply on the mainstream ques- 
tions that the mere fact that he wrote about art at all is by and large the 
most reassuring thing to be said, in the mainstream mind, about the legit- 
imacy of aesthetics. But Kant’s towering reputation even among nonphi- 
losophers has led to the belief that The Critique of Aesthetic Judgment 
must stand to the literature of aesthetics much as the Critique of Pure 
Reason stands to the traditional texts of epistemology. ‘Though not a phi- 
losopher, the art critic Clement Greenberg claimed that if there were an- 
swers to aesthetic questions, they were to be found in The Critique of Judg- 
ment, and he often enough proclaimed it the greatest work on the subject 
ever written. Greenberg’s view is widely echoed in art circles today. Only 
a few weeks ago, an artist told me he had been assured by a distinguished 
art historian—a specialist/—that Kant’s was without question the greatest 
book written in the philosophy of art. But, the artist went on to say, he 
could make neither head nor tail of it. It is, however, not entirely a book 
to be read on its own. Kant was through and through architectonic, and 
one must see where beauty, and only incidentally art, fits in the whole 
grand design of his system. And the truth is that philosophers as well as 
artists may have a great deal more to learn from the philosophers after 
Kant, than from Kant himself. 

The most compelling evidence that history had moved onto a novel 
plane in the period between Kant and Hegel is the fact that art is exalted 
by Hegel as close of kind to philosophy itself, whereas natural beauty is of 
no great philosophical consequence. “We at once exclude the beauty of 
nature,” Hegel declares in the second paragraph of his immense work on 
aesthetics. “The beauty of art is higher than nature.” The reason for this 
is that “The beauty of art is beauty born of the spirit and born again, and 
the higher the spirit and its productions stand above nature and its phe- 
nomena, the higher too is the beauty of art above that of nature.” The 
Romantic exaltation of art speaks through every line in Hegel’s book: “Art 
and works of art, by springing from and being created by the spirit, are 
themselves of a spiritual kind. In this respect art already lies closer to the 
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spirit and its thinking than purely external spiritless nature does.” Hegel 
has scant use for the concept of taste, or the concept of beauty in which the 
discernments of taste find application: “So-called ‘good taste’ takes fright 
at all the deeper effects of art,” he writes. “For when great passions and 
the movements of a profound soul are revealed, there is no longer any 
question of the finer distinctions of taste and its pedantic preoccupation 
with individual detail. For this reason the study of works of art has given 
up keeping in view merely the education of taste.” That means that artistic 
beauty, for Hegel, insofar as it parallels natural beauty by awaking fine 
feelings, has nothing to do with the deeper truths of art. Art, in what Hegel 
terms “its highest vocation,” forms, together with religion and philosophy, 
Absolute Spirit. Art is philosophical thought expressed through sensuous 
means. 

References to Absolute Spirit are unlikely to go down smoothly with 
analytical philosophers today. Still, however thundering his language, 
Hegel has quite powerfully sundered the idea of art from having anything 
essential to do with beauty. We respond to the sensuous dimension of art, 
but only in the sense that we grasp what is being expressed in this mode. 
And grasping this is like grasping a philosophical truth. Art is “one way of 
bringing to our mind the deepest interests of mankind and the most com- 
prehensive truths of the spirit.” It is art that does this and not, as Kant 
believed, Beauty. In art, spirit attains consciousness of its identity. In less 
thundering terms, the philosophy of art replaces the philosophy of taste by 
something close to art criticism. “Art invites us to intellectual considera- 
tion, and that not for the purpose of creating art again, but for knowing 
philosophically what art is.” Hegel distinguishes two “moments” of such 
knowledge: grasping the content of art—what a work of art is about—and 
analyzing “the work of art’s means of presentation.” This is to treat art 
works as embodied meanings. And that is what art criticism does. In No- 
valis and in Schlegel, as Schaeffer shows, a powerful distinction is drawn 
between being ein Kritiker and being ein Richter—being a critic and not a 
judge. The critic addresses the work not in terms of criteria of taste but of 
criteria of meaning and truth. And this must be especialiy appealing, | 
would think, to analytical philosophers who not so long ago impugned any 
effort to say what art is, suggesting that philosophers instead address 
themselves to the language of criticism. But the fact that the philosophy of 
art in Hegel is to be given over the philosophy of criticism is in itself a 
mark that art is somehow a lesser thing than it had once been, when it was 
the vehicle through which mankind’s highest ideals were conveyed—when 
it was the peer if not, as in the case of Schlegel, the superior of philosophy. 

If Kant tells us less than we want to know about art, Hegel tells us 
perhaps more than we can believe. The quarrel between Hegel and the 
Jena Romanticists—the Schlegel brothers and Novalis—over the relative 


Xvi FOREWORD 


significance between the Artist and the Philosopher is difficult to take seri- 
ously at the end of a century of philosophy which has mainly consisted in 
endeavoring to find out what after all philosophy is, and in which various 
“final solutions” to the problem of philosophy itself have been pro- 
pounded by—ironically—Germanic thinkers like Wittgenstein and the 
Logical Positivists. If there are deep parallels between philosophy and art, 
perhaps we can see the history of twentieth-century art itself as a kind of 
philosophical examination into its own nature, with a tentative final solu- 
tion in such twentieth-century views as that art can be anything and any- 
thing can be art. And that, if true, leaves open the question of whether this 
radical pluralism is consistent with the exalted view of art—of art as above 
or below or alongside Philosophy—in which the Romanticists so unques- 
tioningly believed. Least of all can we any longer believe that art promises 
the kind of social salvation in which Nietzsche believed until he was disil- 
lusioned at Bayreuth, and found that Wagner was a showman rather than 
a shaman—a possibility not altogether inapplicable to the artist Joseph 
Beuys, who so widened the possibilities for art that nothing could any 
longer be excluded. 

This returns us to Jean-Marie Schaeffer and New French Thought. For 
the past some years, the expression l’art contemporain has carried a 
charge of controversy in France that has no counterpart in American cul- 
tural politics. In part this is due to the heavy state subsidies allocated to 
artists and to art in France, which might be justified if art were as exalted 
a pursuit as the Romantics believed it to be—and if we could possibly 
think of l’art contemporain in those terms. If not, then the question arises 
inevitably as to whether, in hard economic times, the program of arts sub- 
sidization makes any sense at all. In the United States, state subsidy of the 
arts is so minuscule that enemies of the National Endowment for the Arts 
are right in saying that abolishing that institution would make virtually no 
difference to the welfare of art in America. In compensation, the Congress 
takes no interest in contemporary art. Its interest is provoked only when 
the taxpayer’s money is used to support art that conflicts with the pre- 
sumed moral values of the taxpaying public. If artists like Robert Mapple- 
thorpe and Andres Serrano want to produce their images, distasteful as 
they may be to many, that is protected by the First Amendment. What the 
First Amendment does not guarantee is that the people of the United 
States should pay for such art. So the state is as indifferent to art’s direc- 
tion as to its existence. No one especially thinks it would be important for 
art to return to something traditional in connection with which subsidiza- 
tion would make the kind of sense it made to the Egyptians, prepared to 
sacrifice money in great amounts that the pyramids be built, or to the 
medievals, who were prepared to go to fiscal extremes in order that the 
great cathedrals rise. It is of interest to reflect that when Hegel speaks of 
the end of art, he means precisely this—“that art no longer affords that 
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satisfaction of spiritual needs which earlier ages and nations sought in it, 
and found in it alone.” In the golden age, one might say, it was entirely 
thinkable that a community’s entire resource would support artistic ex- 
pression. When it is no longer felt necessary that any public resource be 
committed to art, that means that art alone does not satisfy the spiritual 
needs of the community in which that is true. In America there is in gen- 
eral no interest in going back to a golden age. If anything, the vector of 
artistic creation is forward, in the unrelenting pursuit of the new. But in 
France the tendency is to blame l’art contemporain for this felt situation. 
And the aim is indeed to return to an art which will satisfy needs of a kind 
the avant garde cannot possibly accommodate. 

It is this tacit reference to current discussion in France that makes 
Schaeffer’s book a contribution to New French Thought. And it is here 
that his critique of the Speculative Theory of Art takes on a quality of 
urgency. The urgency is unquestionably greater in the French context 
than the American. But since it belongs to the very texts to which one 
might return to discover the larger meaning of art in the satisfaction of 
human needs, it would be good for philosophers unhappy with the present 
situation in Anglo-American philosophy of art to work through Jean- 
Marie Schaeffer’s indispensable book. 

Underlying the dissatisfaction with lart contemporain is a “nostalgia 
for an ‘authentic’ life that has not been desacralized and alienated,” he 
writes. It is not a nostalgia for a certain kind of art so much as a nostalgia 
for an entire metaphysics of art, which really cannot be achieved without 
corresponding transformations in society as a whole. This is hardly to be 
achieved through a shift to realism or figuration. It cannot, in brief, be 
achieved through art alone. And while Schaeffer does not, so far as I can 
see, offer a knock-down argument against the Speculative Theory of Art, 
he has found sufficient problems in the main texts in which a metaphysical 
theory of art is advanced, to raise doubts as to whether it can or should any 
longer be entertained as ideal. Schaeffer would surely concede that much 
of contemporary art cannot easily be understood without reference to 
some piece of theory—but in general the theory will have played a role in 
the creation of the art. It does not and should not come from an external 
philosophy, which prescribes what can be art and what cannot. But each 
of Schaeffer’s examples of the Speculative Theory of Art are, as he at- 
tempts to show, “persuasive definitions” of art—imperatives disguised as 
indicatives. Art as such does not require metaphysical legitimization. This 
leaves the questions of subsidy where they belong, in the realm of public 
debate over priorities. What remains to be said is that some better way of 
judging l’art contemporain must be found than that it is not the way art 
used to be. 


Art of the Modern Age 


Introduction 


L THE DOMAIN OF reflection on the arts in France there has been, over the 
past few years, a remarkable joint emergence of two apparently contradic- 
tory phenomena. The first is a singular aggravation of the legitimation— 
one might even say identity—crisis in contemporary art. In particular, this 
crisis is expressed in the ever-increasing multiplicity of essays and pam- 
phlets attacking the present state of art and wondering “how we arrived at 
such a pass.” The French replies to this question are diverse, but almost all 
of them involve challenging anew so-called “modernist” art, and many 
urge a return to classicism or sing the praises of a moderate eclecticism. 
Especially widespread in the domain of the visual arts, this reaction can 
also be observed in music, where disillusioned assessments of serialism are 
beginning to appear, or again in literature, where everywhere we hear 
appeals to return to “the great tradition” (or what passes for such). As we 
might expect, some of those who have suddenly adopted such traditional 
tastes were formerly the most enthusiastic incense-bearers for the “revolu- 
tionary” avant-gardes. More apocalyptic voices insist that the proposed 
remedies (classicism, eclecticism) are only placebos: the patient is mori- 
bund, and death—the end of art, so often proclaimed—must soon follow. 

The second phenomenon, apparently in contradiction to this general- 
ized peevishness, is a renewed French interest in aesthetics, or at least in 
Kantian aesthetics. Who could complain about that? Kantian aesthetics 
was only too long eclipsed by the various hermeneutics of art that have 
occupied the front of the stage since romanticism. But its renaissance often 
takes strange paths. Jean-Francois Lyotard, for instance, a postmodernist 
and yet a defender of the avant-gardes, focuses in particular on the theory 
of the sublime. Reinterpreted from a point of view that combines Adorno! 
(art as subversive) and Heidegger (art as Ereignis, as event or “occur- 
rence”), it allows Lyotard to legitimate revolutionary art: “Avant-gardism 
is ... present in embryonic form in the Kantian aesthetics of the sub- 
lime.”? Nonetheless, in Kant’s Critique of Judgment the theory of the sub- 
lime is a mere side issue that is not easy to integrate into aesthetic judg- 
ment as a whole;3 moreover, as Lyotard himself concedes, Kant applies the 
predicate “sublime” not to works of art but to the subjects they represent: 
the sublime has to do with the aesthetics of nature and not with a theory 
of art.4 If so, why should Lyotard seek an avant-gardist legitimation of art 
in Kant’s works, unless it is because, emphasizing the failure of the evolu- 
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tionary model inspired by Hegel, he continues to think that art cannot get 
along without a philosophical justification’? In fact, it is precisely this pre- 
supposition that needs to be examined. 

As for the rereading of Kantian aesthetics proposed by Lue Ferry,5 its 
aim is above all to develop a theory of political individuality and an eth- 
ics—in the name of which the avant-gardes are criticized; in this approach 
aesthetics and art are subordinated to social philosophy. To be sure, Kant 
himself conceives aesthetics from the perspective of a transcendental ideal 
of communication; but I shall try to show that this utopia of aesthetic 
transparency is not capable of providing the foundation for a theory of art, 
and especially not—unless we fall back on a transcendental angelismm—a 
social theory of art, as Ferry seems to believe. lt is moreover revealing— 
and this is too often forgotten—that for Kant the paradigm of the beautiful 
is natural beauty and not artificial beauty, that is, art. 

The fact that the same text can be used to praise the avant-gardes and 
to criticize them is perhaps simply an indication that Kantian aesthetics 
cannot provide us with a theory of modern art. Its historical and contem- 
porary importance does not reside in what it tells us about art—which is 
not very much—or in the “salvaging” of aesthetics by means of the ethics 
sketched out in the theory of the sublime, but rather in what it can teach 
us about the status of discourse on art. As for art itself, I am convinced that 
it will get along very well on its own. 

The supposed crisis in the arts is in fact more than anything a crisis in 
the legitimation discourse on the arts, which is not at all the same thing. 
To see that there is a crisis in discourse, all one has to do is leaf through 
French art journals or literary supplements. It is in the domain of the 
visual arts, however, that the situation is most caricatural: abstruse, hol- 
low gibberish and an absence of any coherent standard of evaluation are 
there the rule. This is the price we pay for the exorbitant privilege ac- 
corded to “deep interpretation” (symptomatic, psychoanalytic, decon- 
structionist, etc.)—irreproducible and self-legitimating—at the expense of 
“surface interpretation,”® that is, the analytic description of art works— 
which is reproducible and open to sincere intersubjective verification. Yet 
the reader is entitled to expect that an art critic will describe the work he 
is urging the reader to go to see, and that he will evaluate it, basing his 
judgment on explicit criteria (which readers, like the artist, may of course 
challenge); as for interpretation, if the work of art is to remain an experi- 
ence, this should be above all a matter of individual reception.? Modern 
visual art is, to be sure, primarily a descriptive art (like classical Dutch 
art) rather than a narrative art (like Italian art). Describing a descriptive 
picture is paradoxically easier than providing an ekphrasis of a narrative 
picture, and just as the art historian who is dealing with Dutch art falls 
back on an allegorical reading of the pictures, which would otherwise ap- 
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pear mute to him, the critic of contemporary art takes refuge in interpreta- 
tion in order to escape the labor of formal description. But this reason of 
“convenience” is singularly reinforced by the general domination of the 
hermeneutic model in discourse on the arts. 

In literary studies, the situation is no doubt just as catastrophic, but few 
critics are able to justify their appreciation of a book by analyzing its de- 
sign, its construction, its language; most prefer to limit themselves to a 
vague summary and incantatory formulas about the mystery of writing or 
style (which they nonetheless studiously avoid describing). As often hap- 
pens, the struggle against “positivist scientism” or “repressive ideology” 
has ended up producing contempt for analytic and descriptive work (and, 
hence, an ignorance of their tools), which are replaced by “deep interpre- 
tations” cobbled together from undigested philosophy. 

We must not push angelism to the point of believing in an air-tight 
barrier between the fate of the arts and the discourses on them. Thus the 
historicist conception of artistic evolution that has dominated critical dis- 
course accompanying modern art is partly responsible for the minimalist 
dead end at which several sectors of the visual arts have arrived. But the 
visual arts did not invent this discourse; at most, they adapted it to their 
needs. Hence it is an illusion to contrast a “good” modernity, which would 
be that of Baudelaire, for instance, to a “bad” one, which would be that of 
the avant-gardes;? beyond their differences (concerning for example the 
question of “progress”), both are based on the same conception of art. It 
would surely be wiser to recognize that art works cannot be reduced to 
plans, nor a fortiori to theories or to movements or schools. Here, as else- 
where, we must make allowances: just as Holderlin’s poetry survived the 
death of idealist philosophy, and Baudelaire’s poetry survived the aesthet- 
ics of the “new,” Kandinsky’s painting will survive the avant-gardist mys- 
tique. A work of art can be judged on actual evidence; a judgment based 
on the theory or worldview it appeals to is never sufficient either to save it 
or to condemn it. To believe the contrary—to believe for instance that the 
value of a work of art can be determined in advance by its goal, or even by 
its position with regard to some postulated historical evolution, is to be a 
victim of a moribund discourse on the arts that has always overlooked— 
among other things—the irreducibility of the artistic act (but also of any 
act!) to the way it legitimates itself on social, philosophical, or other 
grounds. 


What is this discourse? In a way, its constitutive illusion is illustrated by 
the question that it constantly asks: “What is Art?” For about the past two 
hundred years, this question, which was up to that point marginal in artis- 
tic and philosophical consciousness, as well as in human consciousness in 
general, has steadily grown in importance, to the point that in the domain 
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of the visual arts some people have come to think that the very goal of 
practicing these arts resides in the search for an answer to this question. 
Kandinsky thus says about modern art: “Its “quiddity’ will no longer be 
the material ‘quiddity’ oriented toward the object, as in the preceding pe- 
riod, but an internal artistic element, the soul of art. . .”!° And in our own 
time, minimalism and conceptual art are no more than the extreme out- 
comes of this movement, whether in the form of a reduction of the work to 
a kernel presumed to be irreducible (minimalism), or to its evaporation 
into a theoretical construction obscurely evoked by the work of art (con- 
ceptual art). These two attitudes have occasionally made it possible to ask 
interesting questions about art—though they have not always given rise to 
interesting works. But fundamentally the essentialist quest makes no 
sense: art is not an object endowed with an internal essence;" like every 
intentional object it is (becomes) what people make of it—and they make 
the most diverse things of it. Its evolution does not lead us from the acces- 
sory toward the essential: all that ever happens is a change of grammar or 
ideal, and minimalism is a form of visual art that is neither more nor less 
essential than abstract expressionism and cubism, the art of icons and 
Japanese Buddhist sculpture—or any other style. The fact that not all 
forms of art, not all works of art, retain our attention to the same degree 
(what retains attention is eminently variable, however, according to the 
period, culture, country, social milieu, individuals, and the mood of the 
moment), and that we do not consider them as all having the same value, 
does not make some of them closer to the “essence” of art than others. 
The search for the fundamental or ultimate constituents of art is none- 
theless only one aspect—and one active especially in the visual arts—of 
the response to the question, “What is art?” In a more basic way its essence 
has been sought in a cognitive status that would not only be peculiar to it, 
but would make it simultaneously the fundamental knowledge and the 
knowledge of foundations:” we are told that art is an ecstatic knowledge, 
the revelation of ultimate truths inaccessible to profane cognitive activi- 
ties; or that it is a transcendental experience that founds man’s being-in- 
the-world, or again that it is the presentation of the unrepresentable, the 
event or occurrence of Being; and so on. The thesis, in all its forms and 
formulations, from the most profound to the most trivial, implies a sacral- 
ization of art, which is contrasted, as an ontological mode of knowledge, 
to other human activities, which are seen as alienated, deficient, or inau- 
thentic. What some of its most enthusiastic current exponents do not 
know, or pretend not to know, is that this thesis also presupposes a theory 
of Being: if art is ecstatic knowledge, this is so because there are two kinds 
of reality, the apparent one to which we have access through our senses 
and reasoning intellect, and the hidden one that reveals itself only to art 
(and perhaps to philosophy). Finally, this thesis is accompanied by a spe- 
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cific conception of discourse on the arts: the latter’s task is to provide a 
philosophical legitimation of the ontological cognitive function of art. 
What this amounts to is the claim that the arts and art works have to 
legitimate themselves philosophically.3 They can do so, however, only 
when they are in conformity with their postulated philosophical “es- 
sence”: whence precisely the necessity for artists to envisage their works as 
answers to the question, “What is art?” —understood as a question about 
its legitimacy. Thus the circle is completed: the search for the essence is in 
fact a search for philosophical legitimacy. 

The speculative theory of Art—the name we propose to give this con- 
ception—thus combines an objectal claim (“Art . . . performs an ontologi- 
cal task”)4 with a methodological one (in order to study art. we have to 
bring to light its essence, that is, its ontological function). It is a specula- 
tive theory because in the diverse forms it assumes in the course of time. it 
is always deduced from a general metaphysics—whether systematic like 
Hegel’s, genealogical like Nietzsche’s, or existential like Heidegger’s—that 
provides its legitimation. It goes without saying that the definitions of art 
thus proposed are not what they claim to be; they present themselves in a 
descriptive grammatical form, that of the definition of an essence; but 
since art has no essence (in the sense of a substantial identity) and is never 
anything but what people make of it, they are in fact evaluative definitions 
(the art works are identified as art works insofar as they conform to a 
specific artistic ideal—that of the alleged definition of essence). It is a the- 
ory of Art with a capital A because beyond works and genres, it projects a 
transcendent entity that is supposed to found the diversity of artistic prac- 
tices and to have ontological priority over them. Only the postulated prior- 
ity of the essence as a transcendent entity permits an apodictic discourse 
to say what art is “as such,” that is, to pass off its evaluative definition as 
an analytic definition. 

For almost two hundred years this speculative theory of Art has been 
the doxa of reflection on the arts. Thus we find it—already as a common- 
place—in Hegel, according to whom art reveals “the Divine, the deepest 
interests of man, and the most comprehensive truths of the spirit.” When 
he formulated this thesis during the 1820s, he hardly felt obliged to legiti- 
mate it: in putting it forward, he knew that he was (already) in accord with 
most of his cultivated contemporaries. And when Martin Heidegger wrote 
in 1935: “Always, when that which is as a whole demands, as what is, itself, 
a grounding in openness, art attains to its historical nature as founda- 
tion. .. . Unconcealedness sets itself into work a setting which is accom- 
plished by art. "mp he was saying the same thing as Hegel had said a century 
earlier, with the exception of a few differences in vocabulary. He did not 
feel obliged to offer a detailed legitimation, either; he knew that his view 
was in accord not only with that of many of his contemporaries, but also 
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with that of prestigious predecessors: Hegel, of course, and also Hölderlin, 
Novalis, and the young Schelling, and later on, Schopenhauer and the 
young Nietzsche. These are all names of philosophers or philosopher- 
poets, because originally the thesis was part of a philosophical strategy— 
which later imposed itself, however, on the world of art. They are German 
names, too: that is because in its origin and in its most prestigious (and 
most influential) theoretical formulations, it belongs indeed to a German 
tradition—but one that very quickly spread throughout Europe. 

The speculative theory of Art played a legitimating role for a whole 
period of Western art, the one generally designated by the term “modern- 
ism.” The quality of some of the works produced within this framework 
will doubtless more than amply justify it in the eyes of our posterity. But 
for us it is different, because we have mired ourselves in it, often with 
delight, sometimes with uneasiness, rarely with lucidity—each generation 
believing that it was innovating when it was really only repeating the pre- 
ceding generation with minor variations in vocabulary. Furthermore, the 
current crisis of discourse on the arts is a reliable sign that the speculative 
theory is threadbare. It is time to emerge from the confinement in which it 
has held discourse on the arts, and in order to succeed in doing so, it is 
important to understand first of all what it has committed us to and what 
it has led us to overlook. 


The question is essentially that of the historical function of the sacraliza- 
tion of Art. Where and how was its historical destiny determined? To what 
need did it correspond—and what function does it continue to fulfill? 

A few phrases from Paul Valéry will indicate our path. On 19 November 
1937, he gave a lecture entitled “The Necessity of Poetry.” In it he talked 


about his beginnings as a poet at the end of the nineteenth century: 


I lived in a milieu of young people for whom art and poetry were a kind of 
essential nourishment they could not do without; and even something more 
besides: a supernatural nutriment. At that time, we had . . . the immediate 
sensation that a sort of cult, a religion of a new kind, was very close to being 
born, and would give form to the almost mystical state of mind that was then 
dominant, and that was inspired in us or communicated to us through our 
very intense feeling of the universal value of the emotions of Art. When one 
thinks of the youth of that time, of that time more full of spirit than the 
present, and of the way in which we approached life and the knowledge of 
life, one sees that all the conditions of an almost religious training and crea- 
tion were absolutely brought together. In fact, at that moment there reigned 
a sort of disenchantment with philosophical theories, a disdain for the prom- 
ises of science, which had been very badly interpreted by our predecessors 
and elders, who were the realistic and naturalistic writers. Religions had been 
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subjected to the assaults of philological and philosophical criticism. Meta- 
physics seemed to have been exterminated by Kant’s analyses.” 


Valéry was describing the end of the nineteenth century, but his reference 
to Kant pointed toward the end of another century, the eighteenth. This is 
not an accident: like the avant-gardes later on, the symbolism of the last 
years of the nineteenth century, far from innovating, only played out once 
again a century-old drama, that of the romantic revolution and its reac- 
tion to Kantian philosophy. Valéry’s description resonates like a tardy 
echo of the voice of Friedrich Schlegel or some other German romantic. 
There are the same protagonists (religion, philosophy, the sciences, Art— 
or its ideal paradigm, poetry), the same action (crisis in philosophical, and 
more generally, spiritual foundations), the same conclusion (Art—or po- 
etry—as the result of the crisis). 

It is in fact at the end of the eighteenth century that we must situate the 
birth of the speculative theory of Art. Its genesis, that is, the genesis of the 
“romantic revolution,” is first and above all the response to a twofold spir- 
itual crisis, one in the religious foundations of human reality and one in 
the transcendental foundations of philosophy. The two crises are con- 
nected with the Enlightenment and reach their—intellectual—apogee in 
Germany with Kantian critical philosophy. The term “revolution” must 
not lead us astray: the romantic revolution was fundamentally conserva- 
tive because it consisted in essence of an attempt to reverse the moveinent 
of the Enlightenment toward a secularization of philosophical and cul- 
tural thought. To be sure, its birth results from the conjunction of many 
different social, political, and intellectual factors (among them the French 
revolution, certainly, but also the social emancipation of artists, that is, 
the increasing importance of the market as an institutional regulator). But 
at bottom the romantic syndrome is double: on one hand, the experience 
of a disorientation linked to the ever-greater differentiation of diverse 
spheres of social life, and on the other, an irrepressible nostalgia for a 
harmonious and organic (re)integration of all the aspects of the reality 
that were experienced as discordant and dispersed. The present world is a 
disenchanted world (Hegel, Lukacs, and countless other thinkers will re- 
turn to this topos), its Unity is not given; it must be (re)constructed. This 
is a profoundly philosophical and theological obsession—and it was pri- 
marily as such that it was experienced by Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, 
Holderlin, Schelling, and Hegel. 

Kant’s philosophy is the sore point in this crisis, since his criticism was 
held responsible for the dismantling of philosophical ontology and ra- 
tional theology, which were henceforth subject to a speculative prohibi- 
tion. To a certain extent the romantics accept the Kantian verdict: their 
central philosophical thesis asserts in fact that philosophical discursivity 
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can have no access to the Absolute. But they propose an alternate solution, 
which is none other than the speculative theory of Art: poetry—and more 
generally Art—will replace the failing philosophical discourse. It is clear: 
the sacralization of Art endows the arts with a compensatory function. We 
must note that its establishment as an ontological revelation does not 
emerge from a failure of philosophy as a metaphysical impetus, but rather 
from the incompatibility between its discursive form (deductive and apo- 
dictic) and its ontological content (or reference). The work of art will thus 
take over the metaphysical impetus and achieve the presentation of the 
content of philosophy. Novalis, for example, inspired largely by Neopla- 
tonic theories, asserts that fundamental reality is accessible solely through 
the poetic ecstasy that escapes rational discursivity, which is incapable of 
transcending the duality between an enunciating subject and an object on 
which the enunciation bears: only the poet is at once subject and object, 
self and world, and thus he alone has access to the Absolute. 

The sacratization of poetry—if not of Art—is assuredly not a romantic 
invention: the figure of the poet as interpreter of the mantic voice, as a 
prophet or vates, goes back to antiquity. It is moreover taken up by early 
Christianity in the form of an invocation to God, called upon to second the 
voice of the Christian poet. The thesis arises from time to time in the Mid- 
dle Ages, and again in the Renaissance, but it always remains marginal. 
Above all, there is a fundamental difference between these earlier sacrali- 
zations of poetry and the romantic exaltation of poetry: the latter, con- 
fronted by the crisis in the traditional Weltbild, fulfills a compensatory 
function; this was not the case among the earlier defenders of the “divine” 
function of poetry. 

The tradition of the speculative theory of Art cannot, however, be com- 
pletely and simply identified with romanticism. The specificity of the latter 
with regard to subsequent philosophical developments of the theory re- 
sides in a twofold arrangement: not only is Art endowed with an onto- 
logical function, but it is moreover the only possible presentation of ontol- 
ogy, of speculative metaphysics. On this precise point, the philosophers 
who succeeded the romantics in general diverged from the inventors of the 
theory. Thus Schelling and Hegel, who in their youth shared the romantic 
conception of the transcendence of philosophy through Art, later rein- 
stated the speculative rights of philosophy. In Hegel’s Aesthetics Art is 
transcended by philosophy, the ultimate form of Spirit. But Art continues 
to be invested with the function of providing an ontological revelation; 
only its relation to philosophy is differently conceived. This idealist solu- 
tion is later challenged in turn, notably by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and 
Heidegger, who put to new uses the problem of the hierarchical relation 
between Art and philosophy. The young Nietzsche, for instance, returns 
more or less to the romantic positions, that is, he reserves for Art (in its 
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dionysian form) the ultimate ontological revelation, whereas Heidegger 
postulates a dialogue between the two activities. 

But if it is true that with objective idealism philosophy takes up the 
torch of the Absolute, so that Art no longer has to replace it, endoxical 
discourse (particularly scientific discourse) and common reality continue 
to stand for disenchantment and alienation. In other words, the deep moti- 
vation that gave rise to the speculative theory of Art—its compensatory 
function—continues to be active. Art is still supposed to counterbalance 
scientific knowledge’s invasion of modern culture: objective idealism, 
Schopenhauer’s gnoseological pessimism, the young Nietzsche’s vitalism, 
and Heideggerian existentialism all explicitly oppose scientific discourse 
and try to devalorize it. And the compensation operates with regard to 
everyday, social, historical reality as well: while for Novalis poetry was 
supposed to “romanticize” life, Hegel maintains that Art achieves the 
sublation of empirical beingness into the ideal; for the young Nietzsche, a 
reader of Schopenhauer, dionysian art rends the veil of maya and frees us 
from the tyranny of the Will; for Heidegger, poetry pushes us beyond our 
inauthentic being-there toward listening to the “word” of being. It is 
clear that what unifies all these writers is the same nostalgia for an “au- 
thentic” life that has not been desacralized and alienated. And we shall 
have occasion to see in detail how Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and 
Heidegger adapt the speculative theory of Art to their own ontology, how 
they try to harmonize the ecstatic nature of art with their claim, as phi- 
losophers, to be themselves depositories of an ecstatic knowledge, and 
how, finally, all of them need Art as a counterweight to a polemical view 
of common reality. 

In contrast to the philosophers, artists—as Valéry’s text testifies—obvi- 
ously have a tendency to return to the romantic position, that is, to elevate 
art at the expense of philosophy, and thus to reactivate the “old quarrel” 
between philosophy and poetry to which Plato had already referred. Mat- 
thew Arnold, for example, wrote in “The Study of Poetry” (1880): “More 
and more mankind will discover that we have to turn to poetry to interpret 
life for us, to console us, to sustain us. Without poetry, our science will 
appear incomplete; and most of what now passes for religion and philoso- 
phy will be replaced by poetry. . . . [O]ur religion, . . . our philosophy, . . . 
what are they but the shadows and dreams and false shows of knowl- 
edge?”!® And in our own time Joseph Kosuth, a conceptual artist, repeats 
the romantic thesis that incoroporates philosophy into art: “Philosophical 
or theoretical language is a manner of speaking within art.” However, in 
doing so he also inverts the Hegelian verdict on art: “The twentieth cen- 
tury has seen the birth of an epoch that could be called ‘the end of philos- 
ophy and the beginning of art.’ "9 Kosuth’s antiphilosophical polemic re- 
mains dominated, like that of the romantics, by a philosophical proble- 
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matics, in this case a reappropriation—abusive, in my view—of Wittgen- 
steinian philosophy, interpreted in a mystical perspective.?° 

In more or less bastardized forms, the sacralization of poetry and Art 
has largely permeated most of modern artistic and literary life, and has 
constituted the Western art world’s aesthetic horizon of expectations, as it 
were, for nearly two centuries. As a myth of the legitimation of the arts, it 
has accompanied—in the form of a denial—the social transformation of 
artistic practices: their slow and sometimes painful achievement of aes- 
thetic autonomy, as well as their progressive integration into a market 
economy, that is, the replacement of relations of personal dependence be- 
tween artist and patron by fluctuations in supply and demand” that are 
anonymous and aleatory—or so they seem. It is as if the loss of the tradi- 
tional functional legitimations (religious, didactic, or ethical) had created 
a void into which philosophy fell, philosophy being itself in crisis as a 
result of the failure of rationalist theodicies and in search of a new legiti- 
macy. Thus begins the long history of a reciprocal fascination, comforted 
by the rejection of a supposedly common enemy: prosaic reality in all its 
many hideous guises. 


Any sacralization of a profane reality implies that the latter is distorted. 
The sacralization of Art is no exception to this rule. It distorts the compo- 
nent of prosaic life that must be part of the arts as well, even if it is only 
in their relations with the world of money, the creation and maintenance 
of a clientéle, coteries, and other realities that are all too human. We 
might console ourselves by noting that after all transfiguration is one of 
the functions of any myth. And we would doubtless be right to do so, had 
the speculative theory not produced other consequences. The latter were 
more damaging because they directly affected the quality of our relation- 
ship to art: through its speculative dogmatism, the speculative theory has 
blinded us to the actual logic—always precarious—of aesthetic and artis- 
tic experience. 

Here we come back to Kant. If in his general philosophy he is the sym- 
bolic representative of this disenchantment with the world against which 
he will raise the protest of the sacralization of Art, at the same time he 
offers, through the analysis of aesthetic behavior proposed in The Critique 
of Judgment, an early critique of the logical foundations of the speculative 
theory of Art. In fact, he gives a definitive description of the specific char- 
acter (not determining, and hence not apodictic) of aesthetic judgment, 
demonstrating at the same time the impossibility of any doctrine of the 
beautiful. Applied to the arts, this amounts to a declaration of the cogni- 
tive nullity of any philosophical doctrine founded on a definition of the 
essence of art, and a limitation of aesthetic discourse to the critical evalua- 
tion of art works and (I would add) to the study of their phenomenal 
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structures. Romanticism—and everything that follows from it—short-cir- 
cuits the Critique of Judgment by reducing the Beautiful to the True, and 
by identifying aesthetic experience with the presentative determination of 
an ontological content. The domain of the arts thus ceases to be the one in 
which we encounter art works; it becomes the manifestation of Art as it is 
determined by speculative aesthetics. If Art reveals being, art works, on 
the other hand, reveal Art, and are to be deciphered as such, that is, as 
empirical realizations of the same ideal essence. Let us repeat: it is because 
the works (and the arts) are reducible to Art that the latter can be an 
ontological revelation; the definition of Art as presentation of onto-theol- 
ogy implies the reduction of the works (and the arts) to the speculative 
theory of Art. 

Defining Art by its content of philosophical truth, the speculative theory 
claims to describe its essence, whereas in reality it is only proposing one 
ideal among others. For this reason it is always a discourse of exclusion, as 
is shown in particular by Hegel’s Aesthetics, which excludes or at least 
marginalizes with a sweeping gesture all the artistic and literary genres 
considered impure or inessential: instrumental music, the novel, pre- 
Greek sculpture, Asian art, etc. More generally, it can be said that in the 
speculative theory of Art a discourse of celebration usurps the place of an 
analytic description of artistic facts, at the same time that aesthetic experi- 
ence finds itself reified into apodictic judgment. It is not certain that phi- 
losophy has gained through this, but it is certain that our relation to the 
arts has been singularly impoverished as a result. 

Through our addiction to the (philosophical) mirage of Art, we have 
thus cut ourselves off from the multiple and changing reality of the arts 
and art works; by claiming that Art was more important than this or that 
work, here and now, we have weakened our aesthetic sensibility (and— 
often—our critical sense); by reducing art works to metaphysical hiero- 
glyphs, we have rarefied our paths to pleasure and denied the cognitive 
diversity—and thus the richness—of the arts. 


Nothing in this world, or in the other, ever replaces anything else. This 
holds true for art: while it can be put in the service of religious revelation— 
and it has often served it splendidly—it cannot replace it; if it can set forth, 
illustrate, or defend metaphysical doctrines—and it has sometimes done 
so with great elegance—it cannot replace their philosophical elaboration. 
To think otherwise is to allow oneself to be deceived by mere words. This 
in no way diminishes the arts; no one is required to do what is impossible. 
And anyone who loves the arts has no reason to regret this fact, for the arts 
are in themselves—even if they do not serve anything or anyone—such a 
source of pleasure and understanding that one is hardly tempted to ex- 
change them for a religion or philosophy acquired on the cheap. 


PART ONE 


What Is Philosophical Aesthetics? 


KEIER 1 


Kantian Prolegomena to an 


Analytic Aesthetics 


. E REFLECTIONS on beauty and the fine arts can be found in 
every period of the history of philosophy. Today, however, hardly anyone 
doubts that it was in the eighteenth century, in the wake of Leibnitz, 
Wolff, and their followers, that a genuinely philosophical aesthetics was 
born.' It is generally acknowledged that Baumgarten made the crucial 
move when he linked the experience of the beautiful (and the fine arts) 
with the facultas cognoscitiva inferior, that is, with knowledge gained 
through the senses, and especially with knowledge gained through the 
imagination (phantasia) and the fiction-making capacity (facultas fin- 
gendi): “The science of knowledge and of sensuous representation is 
Aesthetics considered as the logic of the faculty of inferior knowledge, a 
philosophy of the Graces and Muses, an inferior gnoseology, an art of 
beautiful thought, an art of the analogy of reason.”? 

This birth of philosophical aesthetics can be interpreted in two very 
different ways. We can see in it a simple preparatory step toward the spec- 
ulative theory of Art; in that case we will say that only the latter resolved 
the fundamental ambiguity of eighteenth-century aesthetics, which was 
caught between natural beauty and artificial beauty, between a theory of 
reception and a theory of the work of art. By means of an analysis of a few 
aspects of Kant’s Critique of Judgment, | would like to propose here a 
different interpretation. The philosophical aesthetics of the eighteenth 
century was basically pursuing a project different from that of the specu- 
lative theory of Art. The former’s specific character is most clearly mani- 
fested in Kant: it seeks above all to be a meta-aesthetic contemplation, and 
more precisely an inquiry into the status and legitimacy of judgments of 
taste. This is not a trait peculiar to Kant. Alfred Baeumler has shown that 
taste is the essential notion of eighteenth-century aesthetics,+ and this no- 
tion, which disappears in the speculative theory of Art, refers essentially to 
an activity of judgment. In Kant this discussion leads, moreover, to the 
idea of a specifically aesthetic Subject.5 His aesthetics is thus not a theory 
of art but an anthropology of aesthetic experience and a transcendental 
analysis of the judgment that translates that experience into discourse. 
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But Baeumler goes further. According to him, the birth of aesthetics is 
in fact the dawning in philosophical consciousness of the problem of indi- 
viduality and its irreducibility to conceptual determinations, since the ex- 
perience of taste is par excellence an experience of feeling (Gefühl). The 
aesthetic sphere would thus be that of concrete, autonomous subjectivity: 
in artistic creation and in judgments of taste, the individual acts freely, 
without being subject to any heteronomy, whether theological, concep- 
tual, or ethical. “Starting out from the question of taste, the third Critique 
discovers the concept of an object that is no longer subject to any doctrine, 
that is, to any abstract lawfulness that could be formulated a priori. As the 
end of the preface to the Critique of Judgment puts it, here “Critique takes 
the place of Theory.’ Instead of the pure concept, instead of a theory 
linked to the representation by a body of rules having absolute value, pure 
criticism appears. . . . The third Critique is solely critical, and no longer a 
critical preparation for a doctrine: there could not be a theory of its ob- 
jects, in the sense in which there was still a theory of the objects of The 
Critique of Pure Reason or of The Critique of Practical Reason.”® The 
idea that there could be no doctrine of Art—an idea in which Baeumler 
rightly sees the most important result of Kant’s meta-aesthetic analysis— 
is in opposition, of course, to the very project of a speculative theory of 
Art. The romantics were perfectly aware of this and rejected the Kantian 
conclusion. 

Baeumler’s general thesis, which links the birth of aesthetics to the phi- 
losophical problematics of individuality, is very seductive. Among other 
things, it permits us to bring together in a synoptic perspective all the 
eighteenth-century attempts to provide descriptions of human aesthetic 
faculties, attempts whose most obvious characteristic is a rather discon- 
certing conceptual disparity: taste, feeling, perfection, imagination, wit 
(Witz), the soul (Geist), genius, etc., are all terms whose precise meaning 
is generally difficult to determine. By proposing to see in them the diverse 
and changing visages of a single fundamental problem, that of the status 
of the concrete individual (as opposed to questions that could be resolved 
by means of deductive rationality), Baeumler gives them a certain coher- 
ence. He is moreover supported on this point by Cassirer’s interpretation, 
and at least in part by that of Philonenko. For the latter, the third Cri- 
tique, and above all the part devoted to the critique of aesthetic judgment, 
is in fact a theory of interhuman communication and of individuality.7 

I do not doubt that this interpretation reveals the strategic place oc- 
cupied by aesthetics in Kantian philosophy: the Critique of Judgment tries 
to make use of aesthetic problematics for ends specific to the Kantian sys- 
tem. However, my point of view is different: I am interested less in the 
Kantian system than in the cognitive and historical status of Kant’s reflec- 
tion on aesthetics and the arts. Thus I would like to evaluate the pertinence 
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of the Kantian propositions as well as their specificity with regard to the 
later tradition. Instead of asking aesthetics to legitimate itself philosophi- 
cally, I shall seek rather to evaluate it in relation to the object, the facts for 
which it claims to account. 

I have said that the Kantian project is basically different from that of 
romantic aesthetics and more generally from the speculative theory of 
Art. We should not conclude, however, that there is no link between 
them. Thus the Kantian theory of genius is taken over by the romantics; 
it gives them a psychology of the artist in accord with their definition of 
Art as ecstatic knowledge. In the same way, the thesis of a finality without 
goal that is specific to the aesthetic object survives in the romantic thesis 
that the art work is autotelic and organic. That is because the fundamen- 
tal disharmony between Kant and the speculative theory does not con- 
cern primarily the conception of the work of art, a conception that the 
author of the Critique of Judgment found in an artistic context that was 
already partly pre-romantic. Any analysis must obviously take into ac- 
count this ambiguity of Kantian aesthetics and its exploitation by nas- 
cent romanticism. 


THe JUDGMENT oF TASTE AND FINALITY WITHOUT 
REPRESENTATION OF A SPECIFIC END 


We know that Kant accepts three fundamental human faculties: the fac- 
ulty of knowledge, the faculty of desire, and the feeling of pleasure and 
displeasure. The faculty of knowledge and the faculty of desire each have 
a priori principles (the a priori forms of intuition and the categories, on 
one hand, the moral law on the other). One of the questions the Critique 
of Judgment proposes to answer is whether the feeling of pleasure and 
displeasure has its own peculiar a priori principle. Hence from the outset 
the aesthetic problematics is made part of an overall strategy. For the 
question as to whether or not there exists an a priori principle of the feeling 
of pleasure is linked to the philosophical problem of individuality and of 
direct communication. Cognitive communication is always mediated by 
universal concepts that treat singularity as just so many “cases.” The same 
thing happens, although for different reasons, in moral communication: 
the human subject encounters others only as postulated ideal subjects in 
submission to the moral law. The importance Kant accords to aesthetics 
has to do with the fact that he thinks he can show that in contrast, aes- 
thetic judgment, a singular judgment expressing directly an individual 
feeling, realizes a direct intersubjectivity. 

The essential question he has to confront from this point of view is how 
the feeling of pleasure and displeasure can give rise to a judgment with 
intersubjective validity. Is it because the feeling of pleasure and displeas- 
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ure is not radically private? Can one still speak of judgment and inter- 
subjective validity in the absence of conceptual determination’? The fa- 
mous analvsis of the four “moments” of aesthetic judgment seeks to an- 
swer these questions: it is supposed to guarantee both the universalizable 
character of aesthetic judgment and its autonomy. 

Let us briefly recall these four moments: 

a) Quality. The judgment of taste judges an object or a representation 
on the basis of a pleasure or displeasure, but without this feeling being 
determined by an interest in the objects existence. This disinterested 
character is the essential quality of any judgment of taste. or at least of any 
pure judgment of taste. And this is what distinguishes it from practical 
judgment: the latter, when it is empirical. expresses an interest {thus when 
I use the adjective “agreeable” to characterize an object. I am expressing 
the interest I have in the existence of this object): when it is pure. it pro- 
vokes an interest (to the extent that the ethical law requires that sensuous 
reality be in accord with it, pure practical judgment provokes an interest 
in the realization of that accord). Disinterested. aesthetic judgment is thus 
free. and not only with regard to subjective preferences | hence with regard 
to what I find agreeable or disagreeable). but also with regard to the moral 
law (with regard to what is imposed on me as an obligation). Kant says 
that it is “self-legislative’: it determines itself through its own reflective 
activity exerted on the form of sensuous representation. We see immedi- 
ately why only the formal properties of the object are involved in the judg- 
ment of taste. If judgment dealt with matter. it would no longer be free. for 
confronted with matter the subject s sensation is always receptive. passive: 
in the domain of form. on the other hand. it is active. since form is imposed 
on matter by the human mind. The formalist nature of Kantian aesthetics 
(which explains in particular his ambiguous attitude toward music and 
color in painting®) thus derives directly from his theory of knowledge. and 
more precisely from his distinction between form and matter. between the 
spontaneity of the understanding and the receptivity of sensibility. 

b) Quantity. The beautiful established by the judgment of taste pleases 
universally, but without concept. lt pleases universally because it is based 
ueither on a personal preference nor on a perceptual idiosvnerasy. So far 
as the latter is concerned, it is distinguished from naked sensation: the 
latter is also “without concept. but it is at the same time radically private 
aud incommunicable: consequently a simple pleasure of sensation can 
never demand universal assent.? Of course. because the beautiful pleases 
without concept, the judgment of taste is also distinguished from cognitive 
judgment. In fact. if the beautiful could be conceptually determined. it 
would no longer express a subject's immediate feeling but would be sub- 
jeet to the rules of the understanding. And at the same time it would deter- 
mine its object. For Kant the judgment of taste is not a judgment that 
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determines an object: it expresses the relation between a subject and an 
object. To be more precise: the judgment of taste does not enunciate any 
proposition concerning the conceptually determined properties of the ob- 
ject, but rather concerns the relation between the subject and the represen- 
tation of the object. Thus when we refer aesthetic predicates to the objectal 
structure (Beschaffenheit), we are in reality making a projection that be- 
longs to the domain of the “as if” (als ob).!° Aesthetic predicates are not 
object predicates but relational predicates that connect the object with a 
specific mental state of the subject. Their universality is not due to some 
conceptual determination of the object, but to the fact that they claim that 
they can be shared by all subjects who judge; it is a matter of a “univer- 
sality of voices,” of a subjective and prescriptive universality. This logical 
determination of aesthetic predicates implies a radical distinction between 
aesthetic judgment, which is based on a feeling, and cognitive judgment, 
which is based on a conceptual mediation. Let us at once note that a single 
object can be approached from both angles: a formal or structural analysis 
of a work of art is not a judgment of taste but rather a cognitive judgment. 
At the same time, Kant thinks it is impossible to deduce or derive a cog- 
nitive judgment from a judgment of taste: “from concepts there is no 
transition to the feeling of pleasure or displeasure.”" In other words, no 
descriptive theory of the arts could ever be derived from an evaluative 
determination and vice versa. 

What then might be the precise relation between the feeling and the 
judgment of taste based on it? In § 9, Kant maintains that the judgment 
must precede the feeling, since only this priority of judgment can guaran- 
tee the feeling’s universal communicability. He even goes so far as to 
maintain that the feeling of aesthetic pleasure is nothing other than the 
feeling of the communicability of the judgment. But at other points he 
seems to acknowledge that the judgment of taste, that is, evaluative judg- 
ment proper, would be more a sort of secondary activity superadded to the 
primary reflection on the form, this primary reflection giving rise to the 
feeling of the beautiful. In this perspective, the feeling of the beautiful and 
the demand for intersubjectivity would constitute two independent phases 
in aesthetic experience.’ In general, Kant prefers the first thesis because of 
its links to the theme of intersubjectivity and communicability. But Paul 
Geyer has very pertinently objected that if we collapse the question of the 
beautiful and that of intersubjectivity into a single problematics, “we 
would arrive at the strange consequence that in circumstances in which 
the communicability of experience was not or could not be considered, 
that is, in circumstances of contingent isolation or necessary solipsism, not 
only would judgments of taste be out of place, but even aesthetic pleasure 
itself could not exist.” Kant defends the thesis of the priority of judgment 
over pleasure with such insistence because only in this way can the domain 
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of the practical and the theoretical find a bedrock foundation in the utopia 
of a direct, nonmediated communication. 

c) Relation. According to paragraph eleven of the Critique of Judgment, 
the judgment of taste finds its foundation in “the form of finality of an 
object (or mode of representing it)”*—the form of a finality exclusive of 
any end. Unfortunately, Kant’s developments of this thesis, on which his 
whole conceptual edifice is based, remain very abstract. Part of the diffi- 
culty undeniably results from the paradoxical character of this teleology, 
since it cannot give rise to the representation of a determinate end. Hence 
the expression “the form of this finality” (Form der Zweckmassigkeit): the 
beautiful object is not an object that a determining judgment recognizes as 
being in conformity with a (specific) end, but rather an object that, for a 
reflective judgment (aesthetic judgment), exhibits the form of finality as 
such (indefinite). Concretely: when a flower pleases me aesthetically, it is 
not because I recognize that the arrangement of its organs is in conformity 
with its reproductive end (a specific end), but rather because this arrange- 
ment is such that it arouses in me the idea that it could not be simply 
contingent but must be in conformity with some (indeterminate) purpose- 
ful intention. 

In other words, aesthetic teleology does not refer to any objective goal of 
the object: in fact, the latter is always specific, that is, it presupposes prin- 
ciples of teleological connection that are conceptually determined. H the 
beautiful object pleases me by virtue of the representation of a determinate 
end (because it is agreeable, good, or perfect), it would no longer please 
me without a concept. From this it follows that the judgment of taste, 
although it is a reflective judgment, would not be a cognitive reflective 
judgment. In reality, cognitive reflective judgment always bears on a tele- 
ology that is postulated as objective (for example, an organic finality in the 
arrangement of an animal’s organs); on the other hand, reflective aesthetic 
judgment bears solely on the feeling of an unspecified purposeful form, 
experienced as a state of harmony among the representative faculties. 

The very notion of a finality without representation of a specific end 
remains largely obscure: Kant links it to the experience of a harmonious 
resonance of our cognitive faculties, or more precisely, he claims that it 
derives from this resonance. The thesis of the harmonious resonance of the 
cognitive faculties is clearly not paradoxical, like that of a finality without 
representation of a specific end. Let us return to our flower example: ac- 
cording to the first hypothesis, | find it beautiful because if I were to devote 
myself freely, that is, without any objectal constraint, to the “formative” 
activity of my productive imagination (in accord with the laws of the un- 
derstanding) I would have a tendency spontaneously to project, among 
other things, a form of the same type as the one presented to me by the 
flower. Thus the form of the beautiful object is such that it spontaneously 
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accords with the generic requirements of my faculties of knowledge and 
puts them in a relationship of reciprocal harmony. This accord between 
the given and the spontaneity of our mental faculties is purely contingent, 
since the laws of nature do not in any way require it (if this were not so, 
every object perceived would be beautiful'5). Hence—and here the second 
hypothesis comes into play—when there is an accord, we cannot avoid 
postulating a certain purposiveness in the representation in question, that 
is, a certain harmony between (phenomenal) nature and the supra-sensu- 
ous substrate that we postulate as its Idea. 

Now it seems to me that this link between finality without representa- 
tion of any end and the feeling of the harmony of our faculties is a nonana- 
lytic postulate. It is not clear why the contingent character of the harmoni- 
ous accord of our faculties should lead us to have the experience of a feel- 
ing of finality (without a specific end); and all the less since elsewhere— 
Kant often insists on this—our empirical relationship to the world forbids 
us to project any purposefulness into nature: why shouldn’t we simply 
accept this accord as a fortunate circumstance not motivated transcenden- 
tally? Unless we approach natural beauty in analogy to artificial beauty 
(for which we postulate a specific finality): but this is an explanation Kant 
would reject because, as we shall see, he does not in any way consider 
natural beauty a form derived from artificial beauty; on the contrary, ar- 
tificial beauty is only a secondary, impure form of the beautiful. In any 
case, the thesis of finality without representation of a specific end does not 
seem in any way analytically included within the experience of a harmony 
of the cognitive faculties. This means that one can accept the thesis of the 
experience of harmony without necessarily being obliged to follow Kant 
when he connects it with the postulate of a finality without representation 
of a specific end. 

d) Modality. The judgment of taste postulates that the beautiful is the 
object of a necessary satisfaction, without this necessity being of a con- 
ceptual order. If satisfaction were not necessary, there would be no pure 
judgments of taste, but solely empirical judgments of taste, that is, ones 
determined by private sensations. For all that, the necessity accompany- 
ing the judgment of taste cannot be an objective, theoretical necessity giv- 
ing rise to apodictic assertions, nor can it be a practical necessity, that is, 
the consequence of an ethical law given in an a priori manner. It is an 
exemplary necessity: each judgment of taste claims to be an example of a 
universal rule that could not be formulated conceptually. Thus even 
though the pure judgment of taste (by its generic character) is based on an 
a priori principle (a principle postulating the universal communicability 
of the pleasure felt in the disinterested experience of a harmony of our 
cognitive faculties), no judgment of taste (in its individuality) is deter- 
mined by this principle (otherwise it would be a conceptual judgment). 
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The principle is purely regulative: the necessity connected with the verdict 
rendered by the judgment of taste resides in its universal communicability, 
which is postulated as the ideal horizon that is supposed to regulate my 
individual judging activity. For this reason, the obligation to acquiesce 
remains conditional: the judgment of taste is always problematic, for 
nothing assures me that the current case is correctly subsumed under the 
(nonformulatable) principle that is valid as a rule of assent. This is be- 
cause the rule is never given as such, but solely in the form of one of its 
exemplary realizations. On one hand, the exemplary realization is exem- 
plary only because it is in conformity with the rule; on the other, the rule 
could not be apprehended otherwise than in the exemplary realization. 
The rule is in a way the shadow that the judgment of taste projects in front 
of itself. This does not mean that it cannot be debated; although cne can- 
not dispute a judgment of taste (it cannot be determined conceptually), 
one can nonetheless discuss it (because I can postulate in an a priori man- 
ner the possibility of universal assent, hence that of the universal commu- 
nicability of aesthetic satisfaction®). 

As the preceding analysis shows, Kant situates the judgment of taste 
between the radically private character of naked sensation and the strictly 
legal determination of the judgments rendered by the understanding. The 
crucial point is the feeling of the harmony of the cognitive faculties. There- 
fore we must try to determine more closely in what it consists. 

Knowledge in its generic character always supposes the intervention of 
three faculties (if we set aside reason, which does not come into the feeling 
of the beautiful, but only into that of the sublime): 

a) The intuition, which is the faculty that receives sensations. 

b) The imagination, which synthesizes the sensations into a unified ob- 
jectal field. It is intermediary between intuition and the understanding. On 
one hand it is linked to pure intuition by the fact that it imposes a priori 
a spatial and temporal structuration on the sensuous manifold. On the 
other hand, it relates the domain of the sensuous to the laws of the under- 
standing. From this point of view its essential activity is schematization, 
that is, the sensuous presentation of the conceptual determinations that 
are provided to it by the understanding. In other words, it is the imagina- 
tion that brings the sensuous manifold into contact with the organizational 
principles of the human mind. Whence its crucial importance, but also its 
difficult-to-explain status." 

c) The understanding, which determines the objectal field in the unity 
of consciousness in accord with a priori rules (categories) and empirical 
rules, through the intermediary of the imagination that “prepares” the 
sensuous givens so that the conceptual determinations can be applied to 
them. 

Aesthetic representation brings the faculties of imagination and under- 
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standing into harmonious resonance, but without setting in motion a spe- 
cific cognitive process. More precisely, this resonance remains indetermi- 
nate in the sense that the aesthetic object initiates neither an activity of 
specific conceptual determination on the part of the understanding, nor an 
activity of specific schematization on the part of the imagination. In other 
words, we experience the adequation of the aesthetic object to a possible 
harmonious activity of the imagination and the understanding, and thus 
we experience a state rather than an activity: the beautiful object is the one 
that brings about a “generic” equilibrium between the imagination and 
the understanding. To designate this indeterminate homeostasis, Kant 
employs the term “play”: the free activity of the imagination and its har- 
mony with the faculty of understanding are not subject to the require- 
ments of a specific knowledge, but are simply related to the possibility of 
an (indeterminate) accord between the imagination and the faculty of 
knowledge. 

The object on which aesthetic judgment bears is clearly never, we must 
remember, the materiality of a sensation, but rather only its form, and 
more precisely the unity of the sensuous manifold. In fact, the cognitive 
faculties are related only to the form of the objects (that is, to what can be 
universalized), to the formal unity of the sensuous manifold, and not to 
the material substrates of sensations, which themselves always remain pri- 
vate: “The being (Wesen) of the thing consists in the form. . . insofar as it 
can be known by reason.” Aesthetic reflection is reflection on a Gestalt. 

But how are we to understand this term “form”? Following the usage 
established in the Critique of Pure Reason, the matter of a sensation is the 
manifold given a posteriori, whereas the form of intuition resides in the 
pure a priori time and space. Now these a priori forms of sensibility are 
coextensive with experience as such, since without them no experience is 
possible. As I said, if aesthetic form could be reduced to a priori forms, 
everything would be beautiful. Moreover, to the extent that these two 
forms belong to the very constitution of experience they cannot be per- 
ceived as such: “The simple form of intuition without substance is not an 
object in itself, but rather the simple formal condition of that object (as a 
phenomenon), since pure space and time, while they are something as 
forms of intuition, are not themselves the objects of intuition (ens imagi- 
narum).”'9 Now, time and space are the only two forms of sensation that 
Kant acknowledges. And he explicitly opposes them to sensuous qualities, 
for example, taste (in the sense of a bodily organ) and colors: in the Cri- 
tique of Judgment colors, or at least mixed colors, are excluded from the 
domain of true art because they are sensuous qualities, that is, they have 
to do with what is pleasant (with matter) rather than with the beautiful 
(with form). We see the difficulty: beauty cannot reside in a sensuous 
quality (sensuous qualities are private), but neither can it reside in the 
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pure a priori form of space and time, since it must always involve a con- 
crete and contingent perceptual encounter, whereas these two forms are 
necessarily present in any objectal experience. The sole solution seems to 
be the one indicated by Roger Verneaux: “ ... the forms are space and 
time. The manifold contained in the forms is thus composed of parts of 
space and time. These parts do not exist before space and time have been 
divided, for they are contents. They come into existence in two ways: ei- 
ther because the understanding constructs figures and numbers in them, 
or because sensations take place in them and thereby distinguish places 
and moments within them. The first way is entirely a priori; it is the mental 
activity of mathematical science. The second is empirical in its origin, but 
the result is pure if we consider it in itself, that is, if we abstract, as aes- 
thetics demands, from the sensations that fill the form, we are left with the 
empty places, as in the first case.”?° Formal beauty would thus indeed re- 
side in the a priori forms of time and space, but not in their generic quali- 
ties: it would be linked to the specific combinations of “places” sketched 
out by objects that are always particular, combinations coinciding with the 
paths that the human mind in its freedom would construct in pure in- 
tuition. If that is the case, it is easy to understand why aesthetic pleasure is 
not a brute feeling, but always results from a complex activity of judging. 

This analysis also shows to what extent Kantian aesthetics is an aes- 
thetics of visual perception. The visual paradigm is never explicitly for- 
mulated, and yet it is clear that the notion of “the harmony of the faculties” 
is determined within this framework. This fact, of course, is in agreement 
with the priority Kant accords to natural beauty over artistic beauty. 

For Kant, the harmonious resonance of sensibility and understanding 
brought about by the beautiful object provides not only a foundation for 
the direct communicability of a feeling, but at the same time a contingent 
indication of a possible coincidence between nature and what constitutes 
the fundamental requirement of our reason concerning it, namely that of 
an integration of its absolute diversity.” It is here that the thesis of finality 
without any end comes in: it is a sort of analogon of the supersensuous 
coherence situated beyond our horizon as finite beings. For that very rea- 
son a utopian dimension is introduced into Kantian aesthetics, since the 
experience of finality without representation of any end shows us that the 
ultimate identity of the phenomenal world and the noumenal world, while 
it is inaccessible in the phenomenal world, is not a mere chimera. In other 
words, through the experience of finality without representation of an end 
we experience the unity of the sensuous and the supersensuous, even if it 
is in the simple mode of the “as if.” It is clear that this functional inter- 
pretation of aesthetics is linked solely to specific requirements of Kantian 
philosophy—which seeks a direct experience of the supersensuous” that it 
elsewhere declares to be impossible (whence the paradoxical character, 
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which is purely formal, of aesthetic teleology); it is not called for by spe- 
cific aesthetic considerations. 

We are therefore justified in concluding that it is indeed the thesis of the 
harmony of the cognitive faculties that legitimates the essential character-- 
istics of the judgment of taste as Kant conceives it, that is, its simultane- 
ously universal and singular, necessary and subjective, character. It is uni- 
versal and necessary (with a necessity of a prescriptive order) because it 
results from the experience of a harmony of the generic activities of the 
imagination and the understanding in free play, an experience that is not 
brought about by the material substrate of a private sensation, or deter- 
mined by any practical interest. It is singular} and subjective because it 
always bears on a singular object and bears solely on the relation a repre- 
sentation (that is not conceptually determined) of this object maintains 
with a possible harmonious activity of our cognitive faculties, and not on 
objective properties of this object. 

Insofar as it is experienced as a feeling of a subjective accord elicited 
by a sensation, the beautiful is thus always based on the innermost indi- 
viduality of a concrete encounter. But to the extent that this sensuous rep- 
resentation gives rise to a feeling of the harmony of mental faculties con- 
sidered in their genericity, Kant thinks that it results from an a priori 
principle grounded in the very nature of these faculties. In this respect it is 
universally communicable, since it makes “sense” for every human being: 
“This state of free play of the cognitive faculties attending a representation 
by which an object is given must admit of universal communication: be- 
cause cognition, as a definition of the Object with which given representa- 
tions (in any Subject whatever) are to accord, is the one and only rep- 
resentation which is valid for everyone.”4 

Thus the subjective harmony of the representative faculties, experi- 
enced in the beautiful and expressed in the judgment of taste, exhibits the 
subjective condition of the possibility of cognitive judgment as such. For 
the world to be knowable, it must first make sense for a human individual- 
ity and intersubjectivity. Now the subjective harmony between the imagi- 
nation and the understanding, conceived as spontaneous experience of the 
activity of reason, is also the inner experience of the sense of “what is” for 
every human being. This experience is based on conditions that are (virtu- 
ally) valid for every subject even though it expresses the innermost auton- 
omy of the individual who experiences it. If this “representative state” 
(Vorstellungszustand)*5 were not directly communicable, no empirical, 
objective knowledge would be possible, for the simple reason that knowl- 
edge, if it is conceptual, is nonetheless also a phenomenal knowledge, that 
is, it always presupposes the existence of an accord between what is given 
in intuition and the conceptual activity that organizes this sensuous given. 
This accord has to be communicable as such, that is, in its genericity, for 
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otherwise nothing would allow us to presuppose (as we do) that in differ- 
ent individuals the same conceptual determinations are linked to similar 
givens; the intuitive givens could be radically different from one individ- 
ual to another (if we except the formal universality of the a priori condi- 
tions of time and space), in which case scientific knowledge would have 
only a purely formal universality while at the same time remaining radi- 
cally solipsistic at the level of its relation to the phenomenal world. 

To put the point still another way: the activity of a schematism of the 
imagination, a schematism that makes knowledge possible by effectuating 
the passage between the understanding and the sensibility, presupposes 
the possibility of a generic, undetermined accord between these two facul- 
ties, that is, it presupposes the possibility of encountering objects such as 
might be shaped by the schematic construction of the imagination in ac- 
cordance with the a priori rule of the understanding. The existence of an 
aesthetic sensus communis therefore guarantees that to the intersubjectiv- 
ity of concepts there corresponds as well an intersubjective reality of the 
beings determined by these concepts: “But if cognitions are to admit of 
communication, then our mental state, i.e., the way the cognitive powers 
are attuned for cognition generally, and, in fact, the relative proportion 
suitable for a representation (by which an object is given to us) from which 
cognition is to result, must also admit of being universally communicated, 
as, without this, which is the subjective condition of the act of knowing, 
knowledge, as an effect, would not arise.”?° 

It is evident that even if we bracket the postulate of finality without 
representation of any end, the Kantian interpretation of aesthetic experi- 
ence implies a certain number of very strong theses concerning its status. 
Is his explanation the only one possible? The most delicate point resides, 
it seems to me, in the way in which Kant interprets the experience of the 
harmony of the mental faculties. Are we obliged—if we want to guarantee 
the public character of this experience—to admit that to it corresponds an 
a priori transcendental structure? 

Generally speaking, the question is that of the relation between Kantian 
aesthetics and empiricist aesthetics. Hume, for example, has no idea of a 
transcendental foundation. He limits himself to reducing esthetic judg- 
ment to an empirical consensus explicable both by the identity of the 
human “fabric” and—in the artistic domain, to which, unlike Kant, he 
grants priority—by culture and education. The norm of taste results from 
“strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, per- 
fected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice.?”? The reference to the 
identity of the human “fabric” allows him to explain the general scope of 
the judgment of taste on the basis of the purely empirical identity of 
human sensibility. He might therefore have accepted Kant’s definition of 
the beautiful as a feeling of the harmony of the faculties. On the other 
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hand, since Hume did not seek a transcendental foundation for this iden- 
tity, he would have seen it as simply an empirical (biological) fact. A forti- 
ori, he would have had no place for the “finality without representation of 
a specific end” that is supposed to link the experience of the beautiful with 
an ineffable supersensuous foundation. 

Moreover, although for Hume taste has an empirical anthropological 
foundation, he immediately adds, as I have said, that taste depends just as 
much if not more on education. Aesthetic experiences are not all equal; the 
taste of an expert, which is founded on comparison, knowledge of the arts, 
and practice, is more reliable than that of an uncultured person. In other 
words, while the judgment of taste is a simple empirical judgment, it is a 
judgment like others, that is, it is determined by concepts. Hence when 
Kant says that the aesthetic sphere is one where the “universal feeling of 
sympathy” (Teilnehmungsgefihl) connecting men to each other and to 
nature is cultivated, and that its goal is to develop “the faculty of being 
able to communicate in an inward and universal manner, "28 Hume could 
accept that description. But he would have insisted on the fact that this 
universal cultivation of feeling is an empirical cultivation among others. 

This difference in the way in which the judgment of taste is legitimated 
has consequences at the level of its status: Hume’s aesthetics is an aesthet- 
ics of normative consensus, whereas in Kant aesthetic judgment is con- 
nected with the autonomy of universalizable feeling. The author of the 
Critique of Judgment very strongly emphasizes this autonomy of aesthetic 
judgment, even in the domain of the fine arts where, as we shall see, he 
believes that the judgment of taste can only be impure: “If anyone reads 
me his poem, or brings me to a play, which, all said and done, fails to 
commend itself to my taste, then let him adduce Batteux or Lessing, or still 
older and more famous critics of taste, with all the host of rules laid down 
by them, as a proof of the beauty of his poem; let certain passages particu- 
larly displeasing to me accord completely with the rules of beauty (as set 
out by these critics and universally recognized): | stop my ears: I do not 
want to hear any reasons or any arguments about the matter. I would 
prefer to suppose that those rules of the critics were at fault, or at least 
have no application, than to allow my judgment to be determined by a 
priori proofs. I take my stand on the ground that my judgment is to be one 
of taste, and not one of understanding or reason.”?9 The certainty that 
accompanies my judgment of taste is founded on the fact that, considered 
ideally (and I have to consider it ideally if I want to present it as a pure 
judgment of taste), it is not my judgment, but that of all humanity. To be 
sure, Kant does not go so far as to deny that the faculty of taste can be 
refined by education and experience, but fundamentally he believes that it 
is based on the spontaneity of the sensus communis. 

The Kantian approach and the Humean approach rest upon very dif- 
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ferent conceptions of aesthetic judgment.3° Kant privileges the autonomy 
based on inner feeling, whereas Hume privileges the normative character 
based on intellectual cultivation. Similarly, one privileges natural beauty, 
the other artificial beauty. The priority Kant accords to natural beauty is 
directly linked to his thesis of finality without representation of a specific 
end, a thesis that is more plausible in this domain than in that of art. His 
aesthetics remains fundamentally Rousseauist in the priority it accords to 
natural beauty, and also in its emphasis on the spontaneity and autonomy 
of aesthetic judgment. In fact, largely because he refuses to concede that 
the judgment of taste, at least in its paradigmatic form, can include con- 
ceptual determinations, Kant encounters difficulties as soon as he tries to 
extend his theory to the domain of the arts. 

Some of the problems encountered by the attempt to give aesthetic 
judgment a transcendental foundation are illustrated by the ambiguity of 
the status Kant accords to the sensus communis. By making the aesthetic 
sphere the locus of direct human communication, and the only one capa- 
ble of guaranteeing the communicability of human knowledge, it would 
seem that Kant is obligated to consider the aesthetic common sense as a 
constitutive principle. In fact, if aesthetic judgment is supposed to be the 
foundation of cognitive judgment and moral judgment, then its principle, 
the common human understanding, must have a constitutive status; it is 
difficult to see how a condition of possibility could be merely a postulated 
Idea. Such a determination of the status of the common sense is, however, 
unacceptable: it would in fact amount to a destruction of the Kantian con- 
ception of aesthetic judgment. In fact, if the common sense were a con- 
stitutive principle, it is no longer clear how the purely obligatory character 
of the universality and necessity of aesthetic judgment could be preserved. 
This problem is not encountered by empiricist aesthetics. If the sensus 
communis is indeed a natural aptitude, the latter has no foundational 
function for knowledge; moreover, it is perfectible through practice and is 
therefore in no way connected with constitutive rules given once and for 
all. In Kant, on the other hand, if the aesthetic sphere has to retain its 
specificity with regard to the cognitive sphere, the sensus communis must 
be a simply regulative principle; if this were not so, aesthetic judgments 
would become just as apodictic as cognitive judgments. In paragraph 22 
Kant shows that he is well aware of the alternative: “This indeterminate 
norm of a common sense is, as a matter of fact, presupposed by us; as is 
shown by our presuming to lay down judgments of taste. But does such a 
common sense in fact exist as a constitutive principle of the possibility of 
experience, or is it formed for us as a regulative principle by a still higher 
principle of reason, that for higher ends first seeks to beget in us a common 
sense? Ís taste, in other words, a natural and original faculty, or is it only 
the idea of a faculty that is artificial (künstliche) and to be acquired by us 
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. .2”3! Only the second option allows us to preserve the purely obligatory 
specificity of aesthetic judgment as Kant analyzes it elsewhere. Clearly, 
however, when it is thus conceived the sensus communis can no longer 
function as a subjective condition of the possibility of the communicability. 
of a cognitive judgment; what aesthetics gains in autonomy it loses in 
founding power.3? Even so, we must add that this autonomy may well be of 
short duration, for if we read attentively the passage just quoted, it appears 
that the common sense is supposed to be produced “for higher ends”: 
contrary to what happens in Hume, where the perfectibility of aesthetic 
judgment promises essentially no more than a maximization of aesthetic 
pleasure, in Kant this pleasure points toward another domain that is not 
properly aesthetic but instead belongs to an ethical-social dimension. 

We will encounter a similar hesitation in the discussion of art, where 
Kant constantly oscillates between the theory of genius and the theory of 
taste, between the utopia of a “natural” and “spontaneous” creation and 
the acceptance of art as a cultural fact. This “Rousseauism” of Kant’s and 
his utopian aesthetics are not unrelated to the birth of the speculative the- 


ory of Art. 


NATURAL BEAUTY AND ARTIFICIAL BEAUTY: THE STATUS OF THE FINE ARTS 


The fact that Kantian aesthetics is linked to a transcendental anthropol- 
ogy far more than to a theory of art is illustrated in a striking manner by 
the priority it accords to natural beauty over artificial beauty. 

As early as the nominal definition of taste with which the “Analytic of 
Aesthetic Judgment” opens, we find an indication of this irreducibility of 
the beautiful to the fine arts: “The definition of taste here relied upon is 
that it is the faculty of estimating the beautiful. But the discovery of what 
is required for calling an object (Gegenstand) beautiful must be reserved 
for the analysis of judgments of taste.”35 It is no accident that Kant speaks 
of an object rather than of a work: beauty, rather than being the predicate 
of a work, and more generally, rather than being the predicate of a class 
of specified objects, is a predicate of representational “objectness” as such, 
that is, it is not specified as having natural or artificial status. It cannot be 
said in advance to which class a beautiful object belongs; beauty is, let us 
recall, a matter of an absolutely contingent conjunction. This objectal in- 
determination is connected with the claim that there is no procedure al- 
lowing us to reduce aesthetic predicates to conceptually describable ob- 
jectal properties (beauty has nothing to do with the logical sphere of the 
object). To adopt a term encountered earlier: the beautiful object is not so 
much the object represented as the object maintained in the representative 
state (Vorstellungszustand); it is on the latter that the disinterested and 
conceptually indeterminate reflective activity is exercised. The emphasis 
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on the disinterested character of aesthetic satisfaction thus does not have 
as its aim to establish the autotelic nature of the work of art (as will be the 
case in Schiller and in romanticism). lt does not even result in the defini- 
tion of an ontological sphere of specific objects that would be beautiful 
objects (aesthetic realism); it serves primarily to distinguish the aesthetic 
relation from other relations in the world: the same object can elicit di- 
verse attitudes according to the differing orientations of human faculties. 
Naturally, an object has to fulfill certain conditions in order to function as 
a beautiful object. But since these conditions are not conceptually deter- 
mined, they do not allow us to define a class of objects based on discrimi- 
natory characteristics. All one can say is that if an object pleases, then it 
fulfills the conditions in question, which are, let us remember, conditions 
of contingent subjective harmony: “one cannot determine a priori what 
object will be in accordance with taste or not—one must find out the object 
that is so.”34 

We find a particularly revealing indication of the “indeterminist” con- 
ception of the beautiful object in a passage devoted to the division of the 
arts and more specifically to painting. According to Kant, landscape gar- 
dening is part of painting. The thesis itself is a commonplace of the period. 
But the reason he gives is interesting: if landscape gardening can be con- 
sidered as belonging to pictorial art, it is because painting cannot be re- 
duced to the reproduction of nature (mimetic painting). Every beautiful 
visual arrangement has to do with painting. As a tableau in the strict sense 
of the term, every beautiful arrangement of material things exists only for 
the eye. This links it generically to pictorial art: “In addition I would place 
under the head of painting, in the wide sense, the decoration of rooms by 
means of hangings, ornamental accessories, and all beautiful furniture the 
sole function of which is to be looked at; and in the same way the art of 
tasteful dressing (with rings, snuff-boxes, etc.). For a parterre of various 
flowers, a room with a variety of ornaments (including even the ladies’ 
attire), go to make at a festal gathering a sort of picture which, like pic- 
tures in the true sense of the word (those which are not intended to teach 
history or natural science), has no business beyond appealing to the eye, 
in order to entertain the imagination in free play with ideas, and to engage 
actively the aesthetic judgment independently of any definite end. No mat- 
ter how heterogeneous, on the mechanical side, may be the craft involved 
in all this decoration, and no matter what a variety of artists may be 
required, still the judgment of taste, so far as it is one upon what is beauti- 
ful in art, is determined in one and the same way: namely, as a judgment 
only upon the forms (without regard to any end) as they present them- 
selves to the eye, singly or in combination, according to their effect on the 
imagination. "2 

As this long quotation shows, Kant recognizes that from the point of 
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view of creative intentionality there is no unity in a fashionable party, just 
as he acknowledges that the creations that may be encountered there are 
connected with the mechanical arts rather than with the fine arts; and yet 
he considers the living tableau constituted by such a fashionable party a 
kind of painting, for the simple reason that when an observer who likes 
this sort of thing makes an overall judgment regarding the formal organi- 
zation of the perceptual field thus offered him, it “is always uniformly 
determined,” that is, it is based on the simple disinterested pleasure that 
the contemplation of this tableau awakens in him. We see here once again 
that the aesthetic predicate refers essentially to a receptive attitude and 
hence no difference in essence separates an art work from a composite 
visual arrangement, nor, one might add, from a natural landscape. In the 
case of the composite visual arrangement constituted by a fashionable 
party, a good many fortuitous factors are involved, for the overall formal 
effect presented by a decorated room enlivened by human movements and 
groupings can only be changing, a series of snapshots offering themselves 
for the disinterested pleasure of the observer. 

It would be a mistake, however, to believe that the slender significance 
accorded the fine arts by Kant is due solely to the fact that he is interested 
in the aesthetic relation and that as a result the categorial differences 
among aesthetic objects are not important for him. Or rather, that holds 
true for the initial phase of his analysis. But very quickly he asserts that in 
fact the type of objects is very important: he even tells us it is only with 
regard to natural objects that the aesthetic relation can establish itself in 
all its freedom. Whence a genuine devalorization of artificial beauty which 
in Hegel, it is interesting to note, corresponds to the exactly contrary ten- 
dency to devalorize natural beauty. 

In defense of his conception, Kant advances two reasons that seem to 
contradict each other. On one hand, artificial beauty is aesthetically less 
central than natural beauty because it almost never elicits a pure aesthetic 
judgment; on the other hand, it is less valuable because no direct moral 
interest accompanies it. 

The first devalorization is entailed by the definition of aesthetic judg- 
ment and its object: aesthetic judgment legitimates universally the inner 
experience of a harmonious relation among our cognitive faculties that is 
“experienced” in relation to a perceptual object apprehended as manifest- 
ing a finality without representation of any specific end. According to 
Kant, when confronted by a natural object this pleasure is at once stronger 
and purer than when confronted by an artificial object. 

Why is the pleasure stronger? Any human creative activity, whether 
artisanal or belonging to the fine arts, can be referred to a determinate 
intention (Absicht). Thus if we experience a finality in a work of art, this 
is in conformity with our expectations, since we know that such an object 
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corresponds to a specific end, namely the one that guided its creator. In- 
versely, if we experience such a finality in a natural object, we are always 
pleasantly surprised: not only does nothing lead us to expect such a finality 
in nature, but—as we have seen—the principles governing the knowledge 
of nature strictly forbid us to attribute to it any sort of real final intention 
(Absicht). Consequently, the pleasure derived from natural beauty will be 
much stronger than that produced by artificial beauty. 

Why is it purer? Our understanding forbids us to subsume a natural 
object under a final cause, and hence it forbids us to make any determin- 
ing use of our faculty of judgment in this domain. If we nonetheless en- 
counter a finality without representation of a specific end, this experience 
will more easily remain pure; by virtue of the aforementioned prohibition, 
we will not in fact be tempted to subject it to conceptual determination. On 
the other hand, in the technico-practical sphere of human products, the 
situation is reversed: we spontaneously assume that human products are 
in conformity with specific ends that the artisan or artist had in mind, and 
thus we conceive them as determined by conceptualizable rules. As a re- 
sult, when confronted by a product of the fine arts we will tend to make use 
of a cognitive judgment (determining or teleological) rather than a purely 
aesthetic judgment; that is, we will tend to refer the object to an intentional 
cause and to judge it in accordance with its conformity to its specific final- 
ity. Let us note that for Kant (at least at this stage of his reflection) this 
manner of proceeding is not only inevitable but also perfectly legitimate in 
the domain of human artefacta; nevertheless, it runs counter to the possi- 
bility of a pure aesthetic judgment, that is, one without reference to a 
determinate finality. 

The question can also be approached from another point of view: every 
end presupposes an interest, that is, every final product can be referred to 
the faculty of desire of the person who created it. Whether the faculty of 
desire is determined a priori (by a practical law) or a posteriori (by tech- 
nico-practical empirical maxims), in either case the fact that we know that 
it is fundamental to the work’s existence (the work exists because someone 
has desired it) threatens to adulterate the purity of the aesthetic judgment 
we make concerning it. We will tend to refer its formal finality to the same 
faculty of desire, thus confusing the question of the foundation of the ob- 
ject’s existence with the problem of its aesthetic quality. 

Kant concedes that it might be objected that there are objects that have 
a technico-practical end and that we are nonetheless obliged in practice to 
apprehend as finalities without specific end, simply because we do not 
know what their specific end is. When we find a stone implement from the 
Paleolithic age whose use is unknown to us, do we not experience a finality 
without specific end? And yet it does not provoke any aesthetic pleasure 
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(at least according to Kant). We have to conclude that finality without 
representation of a specific end is not identical with beauty. Kant never- 
theless considers this objection unimportant, since “the very fact of [such 
implements] being regarded as art-products involves an immediate recog-’ 
nition that their shape is attributed to some purpose or other and to a 
definite end. For this reason there is no immediate delight whatever in 
their contemplation. A flower, on the other hand, such as a tulip, is re- 
garded as beautiful, because we meet with a certain finality in its percep- 
tion, which, in our estimate of it, is not referred to any end whatever.”3° In 
other words, in the case of a prehistoric object we do not experience a 
finality without representation of a specific end; this end simply remains 
unknown to us. Thus the question is not whether we are capable of con- 
necting the object with a determinate intention, but whether we posit such 
an intention. We do not posit such an intention for natural objects, and 
that is why, when they manifest a finality, it is a finality without represen- 
tation of a specific end, giving rise to a pure aesthetic experience; in con- 
trast, we do posit such an intention for human artefacta, and as soon as we 
know we are confronted with such an object, we posit a specific end 
(whether or not we are able to determine it), and hence we are outside the 
realm of pure aesthetic experience. 

The second important argument Kant advances in favor of the privilege 
he accords to natural beauty is that it almost always elicits a moral inter- 
est. In fact, the author of the Critique of Judgment thinks the contempla- 
tion of natural beauty always refers us to the supersensuous, to the realm 
of ends as a practical Idea: 


I willingly admit that the interest in the beautiful of art (including under this 
heading the artificial use of natural beauties for personal adornment, and so 
from vanity) gives no evidence at all of a habit of mind attached to the mor- 
ally good, or even inclined that way. But, on the other hand, I do maintain 
that to take an immediate interest in the beauty of nature (not merely to have 
taste in estimating it) is always a mark of a good soul... . One who alone 
(and without any intention of communicating his observations to others) re- 
gards the beautiful form of a wild flower, a bird, an insect, or the like, out of 
admiration and love of them, and being loath to let them escape him in na- 
ture, even at the risk of some misadventure to himself—so far from there 
being any prospect of advantage to him—such a one takes an immediate, and 
in fact intellectual, interest in the beauty of nature. This means that he is not 
alone pleased with nature’s product in respect of its form, but is also pleased 
at its existence, and is so without any charm of sense having a share in the 
matter, or without his associating with it any end whatsoever. . . . The superi- 
ority which natural beauty has over that of art, even where it is excelled by the 
latter in point of form, in yet being alone able to awaken an immediate inter- 
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est, accords with the refined and well-grounded habits of thought of all men 
who have cultivated their moral feeling.37 


There is therefore a great difference between the contemplation of natural 
beauty, defined as solitary contemplation linked directly to an interest of 
reason, and the contemplation of artificial beauty, linked to social life, 
including its vanities. Contrary to artificial beauty, which can be referred 
only to taste (but to a judgment of taste that is rarely pure, since consid- 
erations of intentionality are involved), natural beauty gives rise not only 
to a judgment of taste (pure, because not linked to any idea of a specific 
final intention), but also—and in a paradoxical manner—to a practical 
judgment, since l take an interest in the existence of the object. This prac- 
tical judgment is also a pure judgment, since it is not linked to any sensu- 
ous characteristic or to any subjective end: it judges the pure conformity 
(which is contingent) of a natural object with a supersensuous interest. 
Reason takes an immediate interest in the Ideas being realized in the sen- 
suous world; every experience of a final form, even if indeterminate, is a 
trace, in nature, of the Idea of supersensuous causality postulated by rea- 
son. The moral priority accorded natural beauty is thus directly linked to 
the purity of the experience of a finality without representation of a spe- 
cific end: this only shows once again to what extent the thesis of finality 
without representation of a specific end goes beyond the aesthetic proble- 
matics. Far from guaranteeing the latter’s autonomy, it subjects it to a 
practical finality. Let us also note that Kant here explicitly devalorizes 
formalism, which is nonetheless at the very foundation of his definition of 
aesthetic judgment: although artificial beauty may surpass natural beauty 
insofar as the form presented is concerned, natural beauty must still be 
preferred by virtue of the moral interest attached to it. 

According to Kant, there is no contradiction between the idea that the 
judgment of taste applied to natural beauty is a pure aesthetic judgment 
par excellence—thus disinterested—and the idea that it is directly linked 
to a supersensuous interest. The two judgments, though connected, re- 
main independent: the judgment of taste on natural beauty remains pure 
because moral reflection is added to it without resulting in the slightest 
mixture of the two. The aesthetic judgment on natural beauty elicits, as it 
were, a second, reflective judgment that bears on the aesthetic judgment 
proper and refers to a possible supersensuous end the finality without end 
that founds it. In contrast, the work of art, in its very specificity, seems to 
presuppose the idea of an end. This idea precedes the judgment of taste, so 
that in making the latter, if it is to be pure, we must carry out the inverse 
task, which consists in forgetting that we are confronted by an intentional 
product, that is, a product that is “clearly intended to satisfy us.” A pure 
aesthetic judgment with regard to a human product would be possible 


KANTIAN PROLEGOMENA, ANALYTIC AESTHETICS on 


only if its intentionality could remain invisible; we shall see that this will 
occur in the case of a work of genius, but the latter is the exception rather 
than the rule. In conclusion, if a judgment on natural beauty is a judgment 
of pure taste (based on the feeling of a finality without representation of ` 
any end) linked directly with a supersensuous interest, a judgment on ar- 
tificial beauty is on the contrary always a judgment of applied taste, that 
is, mixed with considerations of formal perfection governed by a specific 
end. 

Whatever we think of Kant’s decision to accord priority to natural 
beauty because of its ethical implications, it is not pertinent from the 
strictly aesthetic point of view, since the analysis of aesthetic judgment has 
been carried out without the slightest reference to this moral function. At 
different times, Kant has been praised or attacked for having made aes- 
thetic pleasure lead to a moral function: in fact, if moralism is superadded 
to aesthetic analysis proper and is logically independent of it, we are not 
obliged to take it into account evaluating the aesthetic theory proper. 

The distinction introduced earlier between the judgment of taste and 
the judgment of applied taste is closely linked to the pair constituted by 
free beauty (pulchritudo vaga) and beauty that is merely dependent (pul- 
chritudo adhaerens). Dependent beauty always presupposes a concept of 
what the object should be and it conceives the perfection of the object in 
accord with this concept. It therefore introduces conceptual determina- 
tions and does not give rise to a pure judgment of taste: 


In the estimate of a free beauty (according to mere form) we have the pure 
judgment of taste. No concept is here presupposed of any end for which the 
manifold should serve a given Object, and which the latter, therefore, should 
represent—an encumbrance which would only restrict the freedom of the 
imagination that, as it were, is at play in the contemplation of the outward 
form. But the beauty of a man... , the beauty of a horse, or of a building 
(such as a church, palace, arsenal, or summer-house), presupposes a concept 
of the end that defines what the thing has to be, and consequently a concept 
of its perfection; and is therefore merely appendant beauty. Now, just as it is 
a clog on the purity of the judgment of taste to have the agreeable (of sensa- 
tion) joined with the beauty to which properly only the form is relevant, so to 
combine the good with beauty (the good, namely of the manifold to the thing 


itself according to its end), mars its purity.3® 


This passage must be analyzed somewhat more closely, for it indicates a 
recurrent difficulty in Kantian aesthetics. Up to this point I have implicitly 
assumed that the idea of a specific end was connected with any human 
production. This is, moreover, a conception Kant himself repeatedly de- 
fends. In light of the passage just quoted, however, it seems to require 
further examination. 
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For one thing, the examples of determinate finality concern not only 
artificial products but also biological organisms: human beings, horses, 
etc. It would nevertheless be a mistake to believe that this view is valid for 
the biological organism as such, in other words, that biological organisms 
must be excluded from natural beauty in the paradigmatic sense of the 
term. In fact, in the paragraph preceding the one from which this quota- 
tion is taken, we read: “Many birds (the parrot, the hummingbird, the bird 
of paradise), and a number of crustaceans, are self-subsisting beauties 
which are not appurtenant to any object defined with respect to its end, 
but please freely and on their own account.”39 Thus within the realm of 
nature itself we must distinguish free beauties from dependent beauties, 
that is, those determined by an end: in the horse, the adaptation of its 
anatomical constitution to the mode of locomotion produces a dependent 
beauty; inversely, the plumage of exotic birds or the forms of certain ma- 
rine crustaceans belong to natural beauty because (according to Kant) 
they do not correspond to any specific end. One could obviously ask what 
ground could be established for making such a distinction. Elsewhere, 
giving in a rather helter-skelter manner the human form, the form of a 
horse, and architectural works as examples, Kant blurs the dividing line 
between natural objects, which are not susceptible of any teleological in- 
terpretation, and artificial objects, which are human products correspond- 
ing to an end. 

The situation becomes even more complicated, for there are also free 
beauties among the products of human activity: “So designs a la grecque, 
foliage for framework or on wall-papers, &c., have no intrinsic meaning; 
they represent nothing—no Object under a definite concept—and are free 
beauties. We may also rank in the same class what in music are called 
fantasias (without a theme), and, indeed, all music that is not set to 
words.”4° When free beauties were contrasted with architecture it seemed 
that the latter was not accessible to a pure aesthetic judgment since it 
includes a functional dimension. But the examples of geometric and deco- 
rative designs, as well as the examples of improvised music and music not 
set to words, seem to introduce a second factor of impurity: the repre- 
sentational relation. For to what are opposed designs à la grecque and 
foliage that “represent” nothing, if not to representational painting? To 
what should we oppose music not set to words if not to music “set to 
words,” that is, to works having a representational verbal component? 
Nevertheiess, even if they are not representational, geometric designs, foli- 
age, and even “pure” musical compositions still correspond to an Absicht, 
to a specific end: these are in no way natural concretions but human prod- 
ucts that are just as intentional as a representational picture. In other 
words, just like a figural work of art, foliage, designs a la grecque, and 
“pure” music have to mobilize a judgment concerning their conformity to 
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a specific end. As for the implicit opposition (which derives from the ex- 
ample of architecture) between purely aesthetic works and works that 
have a “utilitarian” function, it is clearly not congruent with either the one 
between “free beauties” and representational works, or the distinction be- 
tween “finality without representation of a specific end” and specific final- 
ity. When Kant said that pure aesthetic judgment was incompatible with 
the idea of a specific finality, the type of this finality (“utilitarian” or “he- 
donic”) was not important. What prevented the possibility of a pure aes- 
thetic judgment in the domain of artworks was the generic fact that qua 
human products they are the result of a specific intention. This problem is 
completely independent of the opposition between a utilitarian end and a 
purely aesthetic end. 

Whatever we say about these manifest contradictions, taken as a whole 
the passages we have just analyzed reinforce the depreciation of the do- 
main of the fine arts. If we accept the thesis concerning finality without 
representation of a specific end, no pure aesthetic judgment is possible in 
the fine arts; since artistic products are intentional products, they are gov- 
erned by specific ends, and therefore can be judged conceptually. If we 
accept the (inconsistent) criteria analyzed last, the outlook is hardly 
brighter: the art is the most in conformity with the pure judgment of taste 
will be purely decorative art. Inversely, the canonical arts (with the excep- 
tion of “pure” music) are either representational (literature, painting, 
sculpture, vocal music) or linked to a utilitarian function (architecture); 
thus they seem to preclude any pure judgment of taste, the utilitarian or 
the representational function interfering with the purely contemplative 
apprehension of the form. But this preeminent place accorded to the deco- 
rative arts collides head-on with another Kantian thesis, according to 
which purely decorative works belong to the category of the GER 
rather than to that of the beautiful, for they please sie at fhe level of 
empirical sensation. Thus we learn that ornamentation (of which the use 
of colors in painting is moreover part) is acceptable only insofar as it 
brings out the formal beauty; as soon as it becomes autonomous, it no 
longer belongs to the category of the beautiful. 

Therefore Kant has to shift his aim in order to escape these unwanted 
consequences of the thesis of a finality without representation of a specific 
end. This is where the theory of genius comes in. It is through this theory 
that the author of the Critique of Judgment will seek to reconcile art with 
aesthetics: it will allow him to introduce free beauty, the pure judgment of 
taste, into the domain of the canonical arts. This is a move heavy with 
consequences since it abolishes the thesis of the intentionality of artistic 
products and thus cuts them off from other human artefacta; romanticism 
will take off from precisely this radical separation between the domain of 
the canonical arts and that of other human activities (including ones that 
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obviously have a significant aesthetic dimension, such as the decorative 
arts). Thus the difficulties inherent in the theory of pure aesthetic judg- 
ment—essentially the paradoxical consequences of the thesis of a finality 
without representation of a specific end—lead Kant to lay the ground for 
what will be one of the central components of the speculative theory of Art, 
namely the thesis that the artwork is autotelic, its own end. 


GENIUS AND TASTE 


The difficulty to which the theory of genius claims to respond is perfectly 
summarized in the formula with which Kant introduces his study: “the 
finality in the product of fine art, intentional though it may be, must not 
have the appearance of being intentional; i.e., fine art must be clothed 
with the aspect of nature, although we recognize it to be art.”4? Every art 
presupposes rules through which an object is represented as possible; oth- 
erwise we could not speak of an artistic product. On the other hand, how- 
ever, a pure judgment concerning the beauty of a work must not be de- 
rived from any rule that has a concept for its determining ground. In par- 
ticular, it cannot be derived from a concept of the way in which the prod- 
uct is possible. Kant’s initial analyses had clearly suggested that such a 
pure aesthetic judgment was simply impossible in the domain of the arts. 
The theory of genius revokes that impossibility and claims to show that art 
can be susceptible of a pure aesthetic judgment by combining two contra- 
dictory characteristics: being an object produced intentionally, but one in 
which the intentionally is effaced. 

Kant starts out from the traditional identification of genius with talent, 
the latter being defined as an innate gift deriving from “the subject’s na- 
ture.”43 Thus a work of genius will be one in which the nature of the sub- 
ject (talent) gives the rule to art. This definition satisfies the two contradic- 
tory requirements set forth above. On one hand, the genius is incapable of 
rationally grounding his rules himself, since they are grounded in his na- 
ture; they are undergone by him passively and not actively elaborated, as 
in the case of concepts. In this way we avoid the idea of a conceptual 
determination of the rules, which would be incompatible with the “finality 
without representation of a specific end” of beauty: “where an author owes 
a product to his genius, he does not himself know how the ideas for it have 
entered into his head, nor has he it in his power to invent the like at pleas- 
ure, or methodically, and communicate the same to others in such precepts 
as would put them in a position to produce similar products.”4 On the 
other hand, the genius gives the rules, and we shall see that these rules, 
which ground the exemplarity of the work of genius, can in a certain way 
be discovered by its receivers. Thus paradoxically the latter can interpret 
the work of genius as making use of compositional rules, and thus as cor- 
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responding to a specific end, an interpretation that cannot be made by the 
individual genius himself. 

The mental faculty through which the genius expresses himself is the 
productive imagination. Its specificity resides in the fact that contrary to’ 
the reproductive imagination, it is not limited to reactivating sense im- 
pressions, but rather projects, as it were, intuitions that do not correspond 
to any real past experience and, especially, intuitions to which no concept 
of the understanding could be adequate. There are two reasons why the 
products of the productive imagination cannot be subjected to a concep- 
tual determination. First, the productive imagination frees itself from the 
law of association (of sense impressions) that limits the reproductive 
imagination; in artistic creations we borrow materials from nature, to be 
sure, but it is possible for us to transform them “into something else— 
namely, what surpasses nature.” In this way the productive imagination 
creates “a second nature out of the material supplied to it by actual na- 
ture.”45 Secondly—and this is, Kant adds, the “most important reason” — 
this irreducibility has to do with the fact that the products of the imagina- 
tion are inner intuitions and hence irreducible to any concept. Such an 
inner intuition gives rise to an aesthetic idea, a “representation of the 
imagination which induces much thought, yet without the possibility of 
any definite thought whatever, i.e., concept, being adequate to it, and 
which language, consequently, can never get quite on level terms with or 
render completely intelligible.”*° Hence it approaches the rational Idea, 
which is also irreducible to any concept of the understanding. It can thus 
serve as an indirect expression of a rational Idea, which no doubt explains 
why Kant thinks artistic expression is essentially figural. ‘To put the point 
in current terms: by virtue of the connotative force of figural expression, 
the aesthetic Idea can constitute itself as an analogon of the rational Idea, 
both of them being (for different reasons, to be sure) irreducible to any 
conceptual denotation. Thus the work of genius can, qua result of the 
productive imagination, elevate us beyond empirical reality and constitute 
itself as a sensuous presentation of a rational Idea. 

It is in light of this conception of the imagination—which will in many 
ways be adopted by the romantics—that we must try to understand the 
claim that the genius cannot transmit the rules of his art. Qua work of the 
creative imagination, the work of genius achieves an intuitive presentation 
irreducible to any determinate concept. At the same time it manifests a 
finality without representation of a specific end, and in this it rejoins natu- 
ral beauty: the work of genius is an autonomous work that, like natural 
beauty, pleases by its form alone, without its being possible to link the 
latter’s aesthetically attractive character with a conceptually determined 
end. Of course, the aesthetic Idea is the presentation of a practical Idea: 
but it is an indeterminate, free presentation, that is, it is not subject to a 
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practical /aw; the moral dimension arises in connection with the aesthetic 
presentation without determining it conceptually (let us recall that the 
same is true of the immediate interest elicited by natural beauty”). 

Thus it is exclusively in the degree that the work of genius is not con- 
scious of its own ends that it can acquire a status comparable to that of 
natural beauties. But we shall see that Kant quickly backs away from the 
consequences of his own theory: even the work of genius presupposes a 
mechanical side, that is, it requires the intervention of an end that is de- 
scribable conceptually. Moreover, it has to present itself as a work, that is, 
a human product; it must have the appearance of a natural product, to be 
sure, but at the same time we must know that it is not a natural product. 
Hence a component of Schein (in the sense of “deceptive appearance”) 
will always be involved in the finality without representation of a specific 
end exhibited by the work of genius. 

One can assume that if Kant puts restrictions on his theory of genius, it 
is chiefly because it is difficult to reconcile it with the conception of artifi- 
cial beauty set forth earlier, which—as we have seen—denies that the 
work of art can manifest a true finality without representation of a specific 
end. Clearly, he does not want to abandon his originary conception of 
natural beauty, but at the same time he wants to maintain his definition of 
the genius. Whence his corrections on two particularly sensitive points: the 
question of the transmissibility of a “recipe” for producing a work of gen- 
ius, and the problem of how to distinguish, within the work, between the 
properly artistic element and the mechanical element. 

In examining the first point, we must distinguish two aspects. On one 
hand, although the work of genius is profoundly original and cannot be 
imitated, it must nonetheless be able to function as an exemplary model 
serving to spur on other geniuses. On the other hand, it can serve as a 
standard or rule of judgment for ordinary works that are not works of 
genius. Among artistic products, works of genius are the exception rather 
than the rule, and Kant admits that in fact many works are governed, at 
least partially, by models. Therefore it must be supposed that rules can be 
transmitted. 

But what kind of transmission can this be? The transmission of a con- 
ceptually determined doctrine, which is already excluded by the theory of 
taste, is even more excluded by the definition of the genius. We have seen 
in fact that “where an author owes a product to his genius, he does not 
himself know how the ideas for it have entered into his head, nor has he it 
in his power to invent the like at pleasure, or methodically, and com- 
municate the sanie to others in such precepts as would put them in a posi- 
tion to produce similar products.”4° The situation seems paradoxical: the 
genius cannot transmit precepts and yet his work must be exemplary, in 
the sense that other geniuses must be able to take inspiration from it and 
that more modest successors must be able to extract rules from it. 
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Let us begin with the question as to how an artist of genius can learn 
something from a predecessor. According to Kant, the artistic rule, al- 
though it remains opaque to the genius who created the work, can be 
abstracted from it by his successors: “the rule [must] be gathered from the 
performance, i.e., from the product, which others may use to put their own 
talent to the test, so as to let it serve as a model, not for imitation, but for 
following. The possibility of this is difficult to explain. The artist’s ideas 
arouse like ideas on the part of his pupil, presuming nature to have visited 
him with a like proportion of the mental powers.”49 But this last point 
implies the existence of a preestablished harmony. Moreover, it explains at 
most how the disciple can produce a work similar to that of his model, but 
not how he can abstract the rules that governed the production of that 
model, and that remained hidden from its author. If the ideas aroused are 
analogous, this analogy ought also to imply the nonconscious character of 
the rules, and hence the impossibility of any operation of abstraction. In 
addition, Kant’s explanation does not allow us to see how the disciple’s 
work can be different from that of the master; but it has to differ pro- 
foundly from its model, since it is a matter of an exemplary heritage and 
not of an imitation. 

In any event, this attempted explanation, as Kant himself acknowl- 
edges, concerns solely the relation between one genius and another. It 
therefore does not account for the continuity in the formation of artistic 
traditions, since genius is a rare phenomenon. The tradition cannot be 
based on “a like proportion of the mental powers” in all artists, for oth- 
erwise there would be only works of genius. Hence Kant is forced to admit 
after all the possibility of a conceptual transmission of the rules of the 
work of genius, no longer as an exemplary inspiration for another genius, 
but as a genuine model that will be imitated by other, ordinary artists: 
“Yet since the genius is one of nature’s elect—a type that must be regarded 
as but a rare phenomenon—for other clever minds his example gives rise 
to a school, that is to say a methodical instruction according to rules, 
collected, so far as the circumstances admit, from such products of genius 
and their peculiarities. And, to that extent, fine art is for such persons a 
matter of imitation, for which nature, through the medium of a genius, 
gave the rule. "e 

This is, to say the least, a very odd way of reconciling the theory of 
genius with the one that conceives the work as an intentional object: if the 
work remains essentially opaque to the genius who produced it, and even 
to the genius-disciples who are inspired by it (their inspiration seems in 
fact to be nonconscious, to the extent to which it is due simply to a “like 
proportion of the mental powers”), by what miracle can it become trans- 
parent for ordinary receivers who can only be imitators? We are con- 
fronted by a strange dance back and forth between the genius and the 
spirit of a school: the first can create but he cannot know what he has 
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made; the second knows what the first has made but cannot produce a 
work of the same stature. Such a conception is not clear and therefore 
needs to be justified. But Kant nowhere justifies it. On the contrary: he 
very quickly abandons the distinction between works of genius and ordi- 
nary works in favor of the distinction between the element in the work that 
is essentially connected with the fine arts and the element that has to do 
with a mechanical art, and thus between what is not conceptually deter- 
minable and what can be determined by a concept: “there is . . . no fine art 
in which something mechanical, capable of being at once comprehended 
and followed in obedience to rules, and consequently something academic 
does not constitute the essential condition of the art. For the thought of 
something as end must be present, or else its product would not be as- 
cribed to an art at all, but would be a mere product of chance. But the 
effectuation of an end necessitates determinate rules which we cannot ven- 
ture to dispense with.”5' Does this distinction bear on the problem of the 
conceptual transmissibility of the work of genius? In other words, is the 
distinction between an exemplary heritage (Nachfolge) and imitation 
(Nachmachung) congruent with the distinction between those aspects of 
the work that are connected with the invention of aesthetic Ideas and those 
that are connected with the mechanical element? Kant does not explicitly 
answer this question, but it is difficult to imagine another way out of the 
difficulties resulting from his desire to naturalize art by way of the notion 
of finality without representation of a specific end. 

As if the situation were not already sufficiently cloudy, it appears that 
the notion of genius cannot—as Kant himself acknowledges—provide us 
with a definition adequate to the fine arts, contrary to what had been sug- 
gested by the introduction of the notion by the incisive formula, “Fine art 
is the art of genius.” Certainly, Kant maintains, genius is an artistic factor, 
but it is neither a necessary condition (because artworks exist that are not 
works of genius) nor a sufficient condition. Genius is not a sufficient con- 
dition because there could be no work of art without the involvement of 
technical know-how: “Genius can do no more than furnish rich material 
for products of fine art; its elaboration and its form require a talent aca- 
demically trained, so that it may be employed in such a way as to stand the 
test of judgment.”5? Here again the distinction, considered in itself, is tra- 
ditional: genius is responsible for the inventio, whereas taste is manifested 
in the dispositio, the formal Gestalt of the work. Within the Kantian the- 
ory, however, this distinction is not without difficulties. In fact, in § 49, the 
genius had been defined by his “exemplary originality” in the “free em- 
ployment of his cognitive faculties,” by “subjective finality in the free har- 
monizing of the imagination with the understanding’s conformity to Jaw.” 
Therefore the work of art manifests a finality without representation of a 
specific end and can thus give rise to a pure judgment of taste: the ex- 
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pression “free harmonizing of the imagination with the understanding’s 
conformity to law” that defines genius had already been applied to the 
pure judgment of taste. Now we learn that the genius merely provides the 
matter of the work, and that the true act of creation requires a talent “ac- ` 
ademically trained” and capable of satisfying “the faculty of judgment.” 
It might be objected that the expression “faculty of judgment” is ambigu- 
ous, and that it does not necessarily refer to the “faculty of taste.” But the 
following passage shows clearly that Kant is thinking about the judgment 
of taste, since he asserts that the difference between genius and taste paral- 
lels that between imagination and judgment: 


To ask whether more stress should be laid in matters of fine art upon the 
presence of genius or upon that of taste, is equivalent to asking whether more 
turns upon imagination or upon judgment. Now, imagination rather entitles 
an art to be called an inspired than a fine art. It is only in respect of judgment 
that the name of fine art is deserved. Hence it follows that judgment, being 
the indispensable condition (conditio sine qua non), is at least what one must 
look to as of capital importance in forming an estimate of art as fine art. So far 
as beauty is concerned, to be fertile and original in ideas is not such an imper- 
ative requirement as it is that the imagination in its freedom should be in 
accordance with the understanding’s conformity to law. For in lawless free- 
dom imagination, with all its wealth, produces nothing but nonsense; the 
power of judgment, on the other hand, is the faculty that makes it consonant 
with understanding.53 


If we look closely we perceive here a double shift. In the first place, genius, 
which was supposed to allow the establishment of an analogy between 
nature and art (and thus the legitimation of the notion of a finality without 
representation of a specific end in the artistic domain), is here reduced to 
just one of the two faculties that make this experience possible, namely the 
imagination, whereas it was initially defined as the faculty of the free har- 
mony between the imagination and the laws of the understanding. In 
other words, genius cannot guarantee the work’s finality without repre- 
sentation of a specific end: it is solely the faculty of inventing aesthetic 
ideas. The second shift concerns the faculty of judgment, and it is just as 
full of consequences. In § 49 Kant defines the work of art as a “beautiful 
presentation of an object” that always refers to the object’s perfection, and 
thus to a conceptual determination. Now, he adds, in order to give this 
perfect form to the object, it suffices to have taste (“wird bloss Geschmack 
erfordert”). In other words, taste is linked here with the ability to create an 
artistic form that is in conformity with a specific end (perfection). If we 
compare this passage with the one from § 47 quoted above, according to 
which the “elaboration [of the material provided by genius] and its form 
require a talent academically trained, so that it may be employed in such 
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a way as to stand the test of judgment,” it is difficult to avoid the conclu- 
sion that Kant is here reducing taste to intellectualized taste. In this he 
returns to his initial conception of the fine arts as opposed to natural 
beauty, but on the other hand it is no longer possible to see how genius can 
still be the faculty that defines the fine arts: if genius only provides the 
work’s material, if aesthetic judgment always bears solely on the form (a 
thesis central to Kantian aesthetics), and if in the case of a work of art taste 
comes in to judge the conformity of the work’s form with “academic” 
rules, one no longer sees how the work can seem to us to be a natural 
object, as a finality without representation of a specific end. The theory of 
genius cannot explain the status of the work of art, since its form, which is 
the main concern of aesthetic judgment, is not due to genius. 

If we take into account the whole of the Critique of Judgment, we have 
the impression that Kant is sketching out several alternative conceptions 
of the relations between aesthetics and the theory of art, without finally 
deciding on one of them, whereas this point concerns the relations between 
aesthetics and the theory of art. 

The Critique of Judgment’s starting point is an intentionalist, or rather 
a mixed conception of artistic activity: the work of art does not belong to 
the sphere of pure aesthetic judgment, since it involves intentional factors 
that are irreducible to any reflective judgment founded simply on an inner 
feeling elicited by a beautiful form. As soon as aesthetic judgment is ap- 
plied to a work of art, it is no longer pure, because in such a case the 
experience of a finality without representation of a specific end is always 
opposed by the actually intentional character of the object contemplated.4 
The beauty of the artistic object is not self-sufficient because we always 
sense the hand (and thus the intention) of its human creator. Let us add 
that when we judge the object entirely with regard to its specific finality, 
and thus entirely as a product and no longer as a “natural” thing, we find 
ourselves in the field of what Kant, following a well-established tradition, 
calls the mechanical arts. The products of the mechanical arts are in fact 
judged solely with regard to their conformity to the functional end that 
they are supposed to serve. Such a product, if it is successful, must be 
called “perfect” rather than “beautiful,” if it is true that perfection con- 
sists in conformity to a specific end. In short, this amounts to saying that 
the fine arts are situated at the intersection of the domain of pure aes- 
thetics and that of the mechanical arts.55 


Purposiveness 
without specific Intentionality 
purpose Mechanical arts 


Pure aesthetics 
Natural beauty 


Artificial beauty 
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When the theory of genius is introduced, its function is to correct the 
initial position, that is, to reduce the field of the fine arts to that of pure 
aesthetics. It therefore implicitly abolishes the distinction between natural 
and artificial beauty, between pure aesthetics and the theory of the fine 
arts. There is henceforth only a single sphere, the aesthetic sphere, which 
includes the domain of the fine arts identified with genius: 


Genius (Fine arts) Pure Aesthetics 


In other words, artificial beauty, which according to the first categori- 
zation intersected with natural beauty, is now only one of its aspects. Or 
rather, the distinction between natural beauty and artificial beauty has a 
tendency to transform itself into a distinction between taste, the receptive 
aspect of pure aesthetics, and genius, its productive aspect: 


Taste (Reception) Genius (Production) 


In a third phase, Kant seems to draw back from the consequence of this 
second conclusion. The ultimate solution he envisages comes down to 
maintaining that the work of art results from the combination of taste and 
genius. In other words, taste and genius, which in the preceding schema 
were the two aspects, receptive and productive, of the aesthetic sphere, are 
here opposed as two productive principles in the domain of art, genius 
being responsible for the content (the Ideas), taste for the form. But at the 
same time genius is reduced to the imagination, and taste, intellectualized, 
is intimately connected with the understanding; the finality without repre- 
sentation of a specific end and the pure judgment of taste both disappear 
from the artistic horizon: 


Taste 
Form 


Understanding 


Genius 
Content 
Imagination 
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It might seem that in so doing, Kant is returning to his original position. 
And in fact at first sight the two schemas coincide. But this formal identity 
conceals an important shift: genius now occupies the place that had been 
that of the pure judgment of taste, whereas taste is reduced to the field 
which, in the original conception, belonged to intentionality (and was op- 
posed to taste). Even if we admit that the last schema concerns produc- 
tion, while the first refers to reception, the two are not congruent, since 
genius refers to the content of the work, and the (pure) judgment of taste 
is connected solely with the form. 

Leaving aside for a moment the question whether in the domain of nat- 
ural beauty our judgment is not in fact conceptually determined, there is 
hardly any doubt that insofar as the domain of the arts is concerned, the 
initial conception and the final conception (in spite of their incompati- 
bility) are easier to defend than the theory of genius in its radical form. It 
is difficult to see how one could deny the presence, in our judgments on 
works of art, of elements connected with conceptual determinations. In 
order to appreciate a work of art, we always have to start from a cognitive 
base, not only because the creation of the work is always linked to the 
application of cognitive procedures, but also because its identity is insep- 
arable from specific categorial determinations (its genre, formal rules, rep- 
resentational conventions, etc.).5° Moreover, from the point of view of its 
ontic status, no work is reducible to a pure perceptual object, whereas 
according to Kant, a pure aesthetic judgment bears always and exclusively 
on a sensuous form. This irreducibility is particularly evident in the case 
of verbal art, where pleasure is clearly not elicited by the contemplation of 
the text as a sensuous image. But it is also valid for the visual arts, as is 
powerfully shown by certain developments in contemporary art, in 
Duchamp’s work, for instance, or in conceptual art, practices that are 
much more connected with an art of ideas than with a sensuous art: in 
order to know Duchamp’s “L.H.0.0.Q.,” it is not necessary to contem- 
plate the work; a verbal description allows us to know it just as well.57 Of 
course, this does not mean that the sensuous aspect never plays a central 
role; in order to appreciate Leonardo’s “Mona Lisa” we have to also have 
a direct sensuous experience. But even in this case (which is the para- 
digmatic case for the plastic arts) the direct sensuous experience is not 
sufficient. This irreducibility of the artistic dimension to a purely percep- 
tual reception speaks strongly in favor of the compromise solution Kant 
adopts, whereas his theory of genius, if one takes it seriously, could not 
account for artistic facts depending on direct sense perception. 

This necessity of compromising is required only because, as we have 
seen, Kant begins by constructing an absolute opposition between pure 
aesthetic feeling and conceptual judgment. But this operation itself is gov- 
erned by the notion of finality without representation of a specific end. 
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Thus we find ourselves back at our initial observation, namely that most 
of the difficulties encountered by Kantian aesthetics are connected with 
the postulate of a finality without specific end. 


THe Work oF ArT IN KANT AND IN ROMANTICISM 


By way of the theory of genius, and more precisely by the thesis of a fi- 
nality without specific end, Kantian aesthetics is connected with the ro- 
mantic theory of Art. In fact, to the extent that it emphasizes the “natural” 
aspect of the work of art, the theory of genius opens the door to a con- 
ception according to which the work is defined not by its communicational 
status but rather by its paradoxical ontic character: the work (of genius) 
represents nature in art, just as natural beauty represents art in nature. 
Now as we shall see, this neutralization of the dichotomy between nature 
and art in favor of their transcendent unity is at the very heart of the 
romantic project. 

All the same, in spite of certain undeniable relationships, the theory of 
art Kant defends could not be assimilated to that of the romantics. This 
can be shown for each of the points on which Kant’s theory comes closest 
to that of his successors. 

The notion of “productive imagination,” by virtue of its importance in 
the theory of genius and in romantic aesthetics, lends itself well to a com- 
parative analysis. Let us start with Kant: the importance he accords to the 
imagination is echoed in his hierarchy of the arts. In fact, if poetry occu- 
pies the first rank in this hierarchy, it is because it is the sole art through 
which the imagination, defined as the ability to produce inner intuitions, 
expresses itself directly. In all the other arts it expresses itself only indi- 
rectly through an external mediation. Thus in the plastic arts it has to pass 
through the intermediary of a visual (in painting) or visual-tactile (in 
sculpture) representation; as for music, that “beautiful play of sensa- 
tions,” it has to borrow the exteriority of auditive sensations. This implies 
a contrario that for Kant the sensuous, oral exteriorization of poetry is no 
longer central for him, whereas it is inseparable from music.5° 

It is true that at first glance any romantic thinker might have subscribed 
to Kant’s definition of poetry: 


Poetry (which owes its origin almost entirely to genius and is least willing to 
be led by precepts or example) holds the first rank among all the arts. It 
expands the mind by giving freedom to the imagination and by offering, from 
among the boundless multiplicity of possible forms accordant with a given 
concept, to whose bounds it is restricted, that one which couples with the 
presentation of the concept a wealth of thought to which no verbal expression 
is completely adequate, and by thus rising aesthetically to ideas. It invigo- 
rates the mind by letting it feel its faculty—free, spontaneous, and independ- 
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ent of determination by nature—of regarding and estimating nature as phe- 
nomenon in the light of aspects which nature of itself does not afford us in 
experience, either for sense or understanding, and of employing it accord- 
ingly in behalf of, and as a sort of schema for, the supersensuous. It plays with 
semblance, which it produces at will, but not as an instrument of deception; 
for its avowed pursuit is merely one of play, which, however, understanding 
may turn to good account and employ for its own purpose.59 


First, let us note the idea that “among the boundless multiplicity of possi- 
ble forms accordant with a given concept,” the poetic imagination offers a 
form “to which no verbal expression is completely adequate.” Taken liter- 
ally, the thesis is unintelligible: how could poetry, which is a linguistic act, 
present itself in a form such that “no verbal expression” is perfectly ade- 
quate to it? The problem lies in the fact that Kant never really distin- 
guishes between the inner poetic intuition, which is semiotically neutral, 
and its actual realization in verbal art; that is, he does not have at his 
disposal something that would be, for example, on the order of the Hei- 
deggerian distinction between Dichtung and Poesie. Nor does he have at 
his disposal the “classical” romantic solution that consists in dividing lan- 
guage into conceptual language and poetic language. Within the frame- 
work of such a conception, poetic language, which is irreducible to con- 
ceptual language, is invested with the ability to present the indeterminate, 
which remains inaccessible to conceptual Language De That does not mean 
that his conception is fundamentally different from that of the romantics; 
it is simply that he does not yet have at hand the necessary concepts for 
thinking it in a coherent manner. 

The second noteworthy point in the passage quoted resides in the as- 
sertion that poetry can make use of nature “as a sort of schema” for the 
supersensuous, that is, that it can contemplate it to reason’s advantage. 
This assertion does not merely prefigure the romantic idea of the poetic 
transfiguration of nature, considered as a sensuous presentiment of the 
Absolute, but also and especially it indicates a possible link between po- 
etry and reason (conceived as the faculty of ideas in Kant, as the faculty of 
the Absolute in the romantics). Now here again the author of the Critique 
of Judgment is moving across a minefield: according to the Critique of Pure 
Reason, there can be no schema for the supersensuous. A schematisin, 
whether it is a matter of the a priori schematism of mathematical construc- 
tion or of schematism as it is involved in the conceptual construction of the 
empirical world, is always defined in the first Critique as the representa- 
tion of a universal procedure of the imagination whose purpose is to obtain 
an image corresponding to a concept of the understanding. The possibility 
of there being a schematism of a rational Idea is excluded in advance, since 
there could not be any intuitive presentation adequate to an Idea. Thus 
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Kant remains prudent: poetic presentation is a schema, as it were (gleich- 
sam), that is, it is not really one. But the fact that he envisaged such a link 
is nonetheless revealing: from the moment that poetry is put into relation 
with the faculty of Ideas, the question of their logical connection can no 
longer be avoided. The romantics, for their part, will have only to omit 
the “sort of” and identify the notion of “schema of reason” with the notion 
of “symbol of the Absolute” in order to arrive at a speculative theory of 
poetry. 

However, we must not for all that underestimate the restriction implied 
by the expression “sort of.” It is in fact one of the many indications of 
Kant’s resistance to the “romantic tendency,” that is, to the new concep- 
tion of the arts that was being born at the end of the eighteenth century. In 
his work the imagination always remains connected with sensibility, and 
all the more since in art it could not have a schematic activity in the true 
sense of the termn but solely an indeterminate imaging activity. To be sure, 
if he gives poetry priority over painting—even though his aesthetics is an 
aesthetics of vision—it is because in painting the imagination is always 
reined in by the principle of analogical visual representation, which is not 
the case for the poetic imaging activity. Nonetheless, even poetry remains 
connected with a sensuous origin. It is just that it has a greater freedom 
than painting with respect to this origin: it can make use of it as a sinple 
starting point in order to produce an inner intuition, whereas the plastic 
arts are both reproductive and productive of a sensuous appearance.”! Fi- 
nally, the end product of poetic activity is always an image in the sense of 
a sensuous presentation of an ideal otherness, even if this image is purely 
internal. The two poems that Kant cites, a few lines by Frederick the Great 
and a line from an obscure poet who, according to the commentators, may 
be Johann Withof, an imitator of Haller, are in any event revealing. Kant 
translates Frederick’s verses into German prose: the royal poet constructs 
an explicit similitudo between the aging king and the setting sun. The 
passage from Withof is in the same vein: “Die Sonne quoll hervor, wie Ruh 
aus Tugend quillt” (“The sun shone forth, like the peace that shines forth 
from virtue”). This preference for the figure of explicit simile clearly shows 
that for Kant poetry is a sensuous presentation of a rational Idea (thus the 
sun represents royal majesty or virtue). Whence also the fact that in his 
view a prose translation of Frederick’s verse does not affect the poetic 
substance of the work.®? 

On the other hand, in the romantics the productive will be diametrically 
opposed to empirical sensibility. Henceforth it will be only in a secondary 
way the faculty of the poetic image conceived as similitudo, and will ex- 
pand to become the place where language is creative. In it verbal represen- 
tation is abolished as a secondary element with respect to an origin that 
is supposed to precede it, in order to become a presentation of the self- 


52 CHAPTER ONE 


development of Being. To put this in simpler terms: for the romantics, 
poetry will be an imaging activity in the strong sense of the expression, 
that is, it will be held to create its own referent. Contrary to what is still 
the case in Kant, all transitivity and all relation to an otherness will be 
banned from it. 

Another point on which Kantian aesthetics is connected with the ro- 
mantic theory of Art is the use of the notion of an “artistic symbol.”°3 We 
have already encountered on several occasions the idea that beauty, and 
especially natural beauty, elicited a moral interest. In § 59 of the Critique 
of Judgment, Kant returns to this thesis. To the extent that beauty is the 
conformity of an object to an inexpressible a priori rule, this rule cannot be 
a concept of the understanding, since such a concept can always be formu- 
lated. Therefore only a rational idea can be involved here. I use the term 
“inexpressible,” but actually, in § 59, Kant moves from the question of the 
expression of the a priori rule that guides aesthetic judgment to a rather 
different topic, that of hypotyposis, defined as an act that makes a concept 
sensuous (Versinnlichung). He distinguishes more precisely between the 
presentation of an empirical concept, that of a (pure) concept of the un- 
derstanding, and that of a rational Idea. In the first case the presentation 
is on the order of an example: the single intuition is a specifying determi- 
nation of the empirical concept. In the second case we are concerned with 
a schematic presentation: the understanding gives the a priori rule to the 
imaginative faculty and the latter achieves the synthesis of apperception 
that is the formal condition of any empirical intuition. On the other hand, 
no intuitive presentation can correspond adequately to a rational Idea; an 
Idea can be represented only in a symbolic manner. Hence it is referred to 
an intuition that is “such that the procedure of judgment in dealing with 
it is merely analogous to that which it observes in schematism. In other 
words, what agrees with the concept is merely the rule of this procedure, 
and not the intuition itself. Hence the agreement is merely in the form of 
reflection, and not in the content.”°+ Symbolic representations are thus 
indirect presentations by analogy, by similitudo. 

Therefore, according to Kant, symbolic presentation implies a double 
activity on the part of the faculty of judgment. First an intuition that will 
represent the Idea is sought. This intuition always—and inevitably, we 
might add—corresponds not to the Idea but to a concept (empirical or 
pure) of the understanding: in fact an intuition in the true sense of the 
term can refer only to a concept of the understanding. Next, this rule 
(which guides reflection on this intuition) is applied to an entirely different 
object, in this case a rational Idea; since the same rule of reflection is ap- 
plied both to the relation between the intuition and its concept (of the 
understanding) and to the relation between this first relationship as a 
whole and reflection on the rational [dea, an indirect link is established 
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between the intuition and the Idea. Kant’s explanation is very abstract, 
but he gives an example that clarifies it somewhat: we are accustomed to 
represent the monarchical state by means of the image of an organic body, 
even though there is no direct resemblance between them; however, reflec- 
tion on the organic body elicits in us thoughts similar to those that are 
produced by reflection on the monarchical state: the interdependence of 
the limbs and the brain, between the subjects and the king, etc. Because of 
this similar reflective activity an indirect link between the notion of the 
monarchical state and that of an organic body is established. 

More generally, Kant claims that “the beautiful is the symbol of the 
morally good.” In fact, the morally good, that is, our supersensuous foun- 
dation, cannot give rise to a direct representation. A beautiful object, on 
the other hand, can yield a symbolic representation of it; not only does it 
show me in nature the analogon of a supersensuous finality, but it also 
pleases me in a necessary and yet free manner, as the morally good would 
please me were it directly representable. In reality, the symbolization oper- 
ates on two levels. On one hand the beautiful as such in its genericity, that 
is, in the disinterested pleasure that finality without representation of a 
specific end elicits, constitutes a symbol of the pleasure that a direct con- 
templation of the good would provide, if such a direct contemplation were 
possible. On the other hand, beautiful objects in their diversity are also 
symbols, not of the morally good in its generality, but of specific moral 
Ideas. 

This Kantian conception of the symbol as an indirect representation of 
the morally good incontestably anticipates the romantic theory of the po- 
etic symbol. And yet the two theories do not refer to exactly the same 
thing. For the romantics, it is the Absolute that must be presented symbol- 
ically, because it cannot be thought speculatively. In the Kantian theory it 
is the morally good that must be presented symbolically, because it cannot 
be presented in a direct intuition; on the other hand it is perfectly conceiv- 
able (even though it is not knowable). To be sure, in his Anthropology 
Kant opposes, like the romantics, symbolic knowledge to discursive 
knowledge, and again like the romantics, he establishes a distinction be- 
tween motivated signs and arbitrary signs. But unlike them, he nowhere 
identifies the distinction between symbolic knowledge and discursive 
knowledge with that between arbitrary signs and motivated signs. More- 
over, he rejects the idea of a verbal symbolism conceived as a kind of 
knowledge proceeding by means of motivated signs; hence he could not 
defend the idea of a poetic language that was symbolic and motivated, as 
opposed to everyday language. Finally, and this is surely the most impor- 
tant point, for Kant the function of symbolism cannot be to provide an 
ontological revelation. The visible world cannot be, as it will be for No- 


valis, the symbol of the invisible realm of Being. The author of the Critique 
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of Judgment explicitly attacks that conception, which seems to him to have 
more to do with enthusiasm than with philosophy: “To say, with Sweden- 
borg, that the real phenomena of the world present to the senses are merely 
a symbol of an intelligible world hidden in reserve is fanaticism 
(Schwarmeret).”®5 This is precisely what the romantics will do. 

The thesis of finality without representation of a specific end, insofar as 
it invests the theory of genius, leads directly to the romantic theses of the 
autonomous and autotelic nature of the work of art. The move Kant 
sketched out in the theory of genius, that is, the transformation of artistic 
artifacts into quasi-natural entities, radically distinct from other human 
products, was later to be taken up and systematized by romanticism and 
ultimately became the central characteristic of the whole speculative the- 
ory of Art. But we have also seen that Kant very quickly retreats from the 
theory of genius and tries to limit its scope. Furthermore, at the level of the 
fundamental impulse of the Critique of Judgment, the theory of finality 
without representation of a specific end concerns aesthetic judgment and 
not an aesthetic object. Kant repeats over and over that there can be no 
question of an objectal determination, whereas the thesis of the autonomy 
of the work of art functions as an objectal proposition (as a cognitive ob- 
jective judgment, in Kant’s terminology). Finality without representation 
of a specific end is never reducible to describable properties of the object, 
but indicates solely the agreement between the object and our cognitive 
faculties, that is, it expresses a relation between a representation and a 
subject, and not between a representation and its object. 

Finally, in a general manner, the position the fine arts occupy in Kant’s 
aesthetics is incompatible with the romantic theory of Art. In the latter. 
artistic activity becomes the supreme human activity, and—stili more im- 
portant—Art becomes the center, not only of aesthetics, but of all phi- 
losophical reflection. We have seen that in Kantian aesthetics, on the con- 
trary, the fine arts play only a secondary role compared with natural 
beauty. The idea of a hegemony of art (including the art of genius) within 
the aesthetic sphere, or even that of a special philosophic dignity of art, 
ideas that are so central in romantic aesthetics and in the whole tradition 
of the speculative theory of Art, are foreign to Kant. An eloquent indica- 
tion of this can be found in the fact that the image of the ideal Greece he 
projects is not so much that of an artistic ideal as that of a humanist ideal: 


There was an age and there were nations in which the active impulse towards 
a social life regulated by laws—what converts a people into a permanent 
community—grappled with the huge difficulties presented by the trying 
problem of bringing freedom (and therefore equality also) into union with 
constraining force (more that of respect and dutiful submission than of fear). 
And such must have been the age, and such the nation, that first discovered 
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the art of reciprocal communication of ideas between the more cultured and 
ruder sections of the community, and how to bridge the difference between 
the amplitude and refinement of the former and the natural simplicity and 
originality of the latter—in this way hitting upon that mean between higher 
culture and the modest worth of nature, that forms for taste also, as a sense 
common to all mankind, that true standard which no universal rules can 


supply.°° 


The sphere of aesthetic judgment is linked to the ideal of a humanity living 
in a harmonious society far more than to an artistic paradigm. If Kant’s 
aesthetics possesses a utopian dimension—and it is incontestable that it 
does—the utopia is aesthetic-social much more than artistic. 


AESTHETICS, Meta-AESTHETICS, AND THEORY OF ART 


If the question of the relationships between Kant’s theory and the roman- 
tic theory (considered here as representative of the whole tradition of the 
speculative theory of art) with regard to the status of art is complex and 
can only be answered in a complex manner, the situation is much clearer 
with regard to the possible status of aesthetic discourse: the opposition 
here is irreducible. 

We must recall that Kant’s aesthetics is essentially a meta-aesthetics, 
since it seeks to analyze aesthetic judgment and its legitimation. In this it 
already differs from the speculative theory of Art, which is not a metathe- 
ory but an objectal theory. The opposition is not absolute, to be sure, since 
Kant also proposes a theory of art; nonetheless, the fundamental theoreti- 
cal impulse of his analysis is meta-aesthetic in nature. 

This difference in the object studied does not in itself imply any in- 
compatibility. However, in his meta-aesthetic analysis Kant thinks he can 
show precisely that no doctrine is possible in the aesthetic domain, in- 
cluding the domain of the fine arts. Now the speculative theory of Art is a 
theoretical doctrine, since it is explicitly founded on a fundamental meta- 
physics, a transcendental inquiry (in the Kantian sense of the term, that is, 
an inquiry that claims to go beyond the world accessible to empirical ex- 
perience) of which Art is one of the objects. In other words, Kant’s meta- 
aesthetic analysis excludes from the outset, not any objectal theory of art, 
but the type of objectal theory that seeks to construct the speculative the- 
ory of Art. 

We have seen that for Kant aesthetic judgment belongs to the category 
of reflective judgments and not to that of determining judgments. A deter- 
mining judgment is one that subsumes intuitions under a concept or law 
given in advance: it brings about the specification of a concept by subsum- 
ing an intuition under it. It is therefore not based on its own principle, 
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since it limits itself to acting in conformity with the rule provided to it by 
the understanding. It is a cognitive judgment in the strict sense of the term, 
that is, each determining judgment that is true augments our knowledge of 
the object on which it bears. Reflective judgment, on the other hand, is 
solely “the consciousness of the relation of given representations to our 
different sources of knowledge.”®7 Or again: it is a reflection on a given 
representation regarding the possibility of applying a concept to it. In 
other words, as we have already seen, it does not bear on the relation 
between the representation and its object, but solely on the relation be- 
tween the latter and our cognitive faculties. It therefore does not increase 
our objectal knowledge. That holds true even for teleological judgment, 
that is, a reflective judgment that postulates an objective finality in nature 
and relates our empirical knowledge to principles of practical reason. It is 
certainly a cognitive judgment in the sense that it is guided by a concept, 
in this case the concept of a practical end, but it does not directly increase 
our empirical knowledge of the world: it is not descriptive and limits itself 
to playing a regulative role in the organization of already given objectal 
knowledge. As for the aesthetic reflective judgment—the only one that 
concerns us here—it cannot be qualified as a cognitive judgment, in either 
the strong sense of the term (since it contains no assertion regarding the 
objective properties of the object) or in the weak sense of the term (since 
contrary to teleological judgment, it is not determined by a concept, even 
a practical concept). 

Certain important consequences follow from this analysis. They con- 
cern the status of aesthetic discourse, that is, the discourse that is embod- 
ied in aesthetic judgment, and its relation to a possible theory of the arts. 

Let us start with the first point. Aesthetic discourse is not a cognitive 
discourse, since it does not formulate any assertion concerning the proper- 
ties of its object. We have seen that this thesis had to be interpreted in a 
very strong sense, that is, that it implied in particular the impossibility of 
a deduction or derivation of any judgment of taste from a cognitive judg- 
ment bearing on the beautiful object. Aesthetic judgment and cognitive 
judgment thus seem mutually independent of each other, since the inverse 
possibility of a deduction or derivation of a cognitive judgment from a 
judgment of taste is also precluded: it is impossible to derive a conceptual 
determination from a proposition whose principal characteristic is the ab- 
sence of such a determination. Of course, the fact that aesthetic judgment 
is opposed to cognitive judgment does not imply that it has an irrational 
status (on the order of a simple command or Machtspruch). It remains 
rational, since it is grounded in an a priori principle (or, if one does not 
accept Kant’s transcendentalism, in an empirical principle of a psycho- 
logical order) that allows me to hope that it will be universally communi- 
cable. But this universal communicability is that of a feeling, and not that 
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of a cognitive proposition; the judgment of taste requires only that the 
same object give rise to the same feeling of pleasure in every rational 
being, and more precisely in every being for whom the knowledge of the 
world depends on the same subjective conditions of agreement among the 
cognitive faculties. 

According to Kant, aesthetic judgment possesses still another notewor- 
thy peculiarity: it can never be detached from its object. Or to be more 
precise: its communicability always implies that the object on which it 
bears is directly accessible. A cognitive judgment on the tectonics of the 
geological plates responsible for the formation of the Alps is communica- 
ble independently of any direct experience of its object. I can (at least 
within certain limits) form my own cognitive judgment on the genesis of 
the Alps without my having to repeat all the geological experiments on the 
object in question; when a sufficiently elaborated theory is concerned, | 
can even correct my judgment (and that of others) on the basis of purely 
formal considerations, on the basis of a simple “calculation” (as Hei- 
degger would say), without any “sensuous contact” with the Alps Dë The 
same is not true in the case of a judgment of taste: the universal communi- 
cability of my judgment concerning the beauty of Mont Blanc (or the Mat- 
terhorn) requires that the mountain be perceptually accessibile to other 
subjects who judge aesthetically. I certainly require that my judgment be 
considered as universally valid, but solely on the condition of a corre- 
sponding experience on the part of other human subjects (since it is impos- 
sible to derive from my own judgment determinations that are concep- 
tual—and thus detachable from direct experience®?). It is clear to what 
extent aesthetic reflection—in its utopian form—is for Kant a reflection 
that is always autonomous but universally shared with regard to an object 
that is always particular but universally accessible. 

The purely “obligatory” universality of aesthetic judgment goes hand in 
hand with the fact that it is presented as an example of an a priori rule and 
not as a simple empirical judgment. Nevertheless, we have seen that this 
rule can never be formulated. In other words, in the Critique of Judgment, 
the question of the possibility of aesthetic judgments does not arise within 
the dichotomous opposition between the a priori and the empirical, but 
finds its resolution in a third term, the a priori that is not conceptually 
determined. According to Kant, this third term makes it possible to pro- 
vide an a priori ground for aesthetic judgment (I shall not discuss further 
here the difficulties inherent in this conception of aesthetic judgment; it 
suffices to note that it is in any case incompatible with a speculative theory 
of Art). 

Some of Kant’s successors did not take into account this distinction 
between the empirical and the a priori that is not conceptually determina- 
ble, and this led them to a misunderstanding of his aesthetics. This is the 
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case for Schiller, who, in his Kallias-Briefe (1793, thus three years after the 
publication of the Critique of Judgment) credits Kant with the claim that 
taste is empirical: “The difficulty of elaborating objectively a concept of 
beauty and legitimating it in an a priori manner by starting out from the 
nature of reason is almost incalculable. . . . So long as this has not been 
achieved, taste will always remain empirical, which Kant thinks inevita- 
ble. But it is of just this inevitable character of empiricity, of this impos- 
sibility of an objective principle of taste, that I have stili not been able to 
persuade myself.”7° Yet a few lines farther on, he correctly describes the 
Kantian solution as a subjective-rational solution, and opposes it to 
Burke’s sensualist-subjective empiricism as well as to Baumgarten’s ra- 
tionalist-objective solution. But at the same time he seems to think that 
only an objective principle, or more precisely a principle capable of con- 
ceptually determining its object, allows a genuine escape from the empir- 
icist solution. [ shall not enter here upon a discussion of his own solution, 
which determines beauty as a sensuous-objective quality and claims to 
escape simultaneously empiricism, rationalism, and what he takes to be a 
nonsolution, namely Kant’s “subjective rationalism.” Here I want simply 
to emphasize that what motivates Schiller to reject the Kantian solution 
and to qualify it as empirical does not have to do with the judgment of 
taste and is linked to the project of a theory of art. In fact, when Schiller 
observes that if one accepts the Kantian solution, “taste will always re- 
main empirical,” he has in mind not the question of the status of aesthetic 
judgment, but that of the existence of an a priori conceptual criterion that 
would make it possible to define art. In other words, he postulates in ad- 
vance that aesthetic judgment is linked to an objectal knowledge. Accord- 
ing to Kant there are not, and could not be, any a priori objectal criteria, 
and thus there could not be any aesthetic doctrine, but only a critique of 
aesthetic judgment; the criteria themselves could only be empirical and 
conjectural. 

In summary we may say that according to Kant, there are two reasons 
why aesthetic judgment cannot give rise to a doctrine: 

a) Aesthetic judgment is a judgment noi on an object but on the re- 
lationship the representation of that object entertains with our faculties. If 
we happen to speak as if aesthetic judgment referred to conceptually de- 
termined properties of the object, that is solely by an abuse of language. In 
reality, an aesthetic judgment merely relates the subject to the representa- 
tion of a given object, and it “brings to our notice no quality of the object, 
but only the final form in the determination of the powers of representa- 
tion engaged upon it.”7! 

b) The judgment of taste is based, to be sure, on a rule, of which it 
claims to be an instance, but this rule cannot be formulated and is subjec- 
tive: it concerns the universal communicability of a disinterested feeling 
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elicited by a finality without representation of a specific end. In other 
words, the judgment of taste is not determined by a conceptual and ob- 
jective principle: aesthetic universality “does not join the predicate of 
beauty to the concept of the Object taken in its entire logical sphere, and 
yet does extend this predicate over the whole sphere of judging Sub- 
jects.”72 Hence if one cannot indicate a rule in accord with which someone 
could be obliged to recognize the beauty of something, that is because 
there is no conceptual criterion of beauty that could guide the judgment of 
taste: “There can be no objective rule of taste by which what is beautiful 
may be defined by means of concepts. For every judgment from that 
source is aesthetic, i.e., its determining ground is the feeling of the Subject, 
and not any concept of an Object. It is only throwing away labor to look 
for a principle of taste that affords a universal criterion of the beautiful by 
definite concepts; because what is sought is a thing impossible and in- 
herently contradictory. But in the universal communicability of the sensa- 
tion (of delight or aversion)—a communicability, too, that exists apart 
from any concept—in the accord, so far as possible, of all ages and nations 
as to this feeling in the representation of certain objects, we have the em- 
pirical criterion, weak indeed and scarce sufficient to raise a presumption, 
of the derivation of a taste, thus confirmed by examples, from grounds 
deep-seated and shared alike by all men, underlying their agreement in 
estimating the forms under which objects are given to them. ”73 It is impor- 
tant to grasp the true scope of the Kantian thesis, for it has often been 
incorrectly interpreted. While Kant claims to demonstrate the impossibil- 
ity of any doctrine of the beautiful, of any aesthetic doctrine, his analysis 
in no way prevents one from making cognitive judgments on objects that 
are otherwise qualified as beautiful. Nowhere does he say that beautiful 
objects are intrinsically unknowable objects; he simply requires that one 
distinguish cognitive judgments from aesthetic judgments. What is at 
stake is not a type of objects but a type of mental attitude. It is true that 
insofar as Kant is interested chiefly in the domain of natural beauty, it is 
solely within this framework that he presents explicitly the distinction be- 
tween aesthetic and cognitive judgments. Thus he says that a flower can be 
approached from a cognitive point of view (for example, by a botanist) as 
well as from an aesthetic point of view (possibly even by the same bot- 
anist). But logically, the distinction is also valid for the domain of artificial 
beauty, for the domain of art: it is therefore always possible (and even 
desirable) to study, for example, an architectural work as an object, and 
more specifically as an achievement that corresponds to a human inten- 
tion, and thus as a structuration that, far from appearing without warning 
in the domain of contingency (nature), is anchored in a horizon of al- 
ready-constituted individual and historical practices. 

This distinction between aesthetic judgment and cognitive judgment 
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must not be confused with the one between the aesthetic and mechanical 
aspects of the fine arts. The cognitive attitude in question here is not re- 
ducible to the judgment of taste made concerning a work of art according 
to its conformity to “academic rules.” Ít is not a judgment of taste, even 
an impure one, but rather a determining judgment in the same way as 
cognitive judgments concerning natural objects. In other words, a purely 
cognitive judgment is also possible concerning a work of genius (in the 
contrary case it would be difficult to see how it would be possible con- 
cerning a natural object, since the work of genius is the analogon of a 
natural object). 

To give a reliable account of the meta-aesthetic impulse of the Critique 
of Judgment we have to distinguish three domains: 

a) pure aesthetic judgment, which is a judgment founded on an inner 
feeling; 

b) aesthetic-normative judgment, which is founded on the assumption 
of certain rules; it implies a cognitive component, since it is legitimated 
only insofar as one has first analyzed whether or not a given work is in 
conformity to rules that are accepted as norms, but its function remains 
evaluative; and 

c) cognitive judgment, which analyzes works of art as objects of knowl- 
edge without putting this analysis in the service of an evaluative judgment. 

Unfortunately, in Kant’s text these distinctions are not always as clear 
as one might desire. Thus we have seen that he never says explicitly that 
in the domain of art, as in the domain of natural beauty, the impossibility 
of a doctrine in no way prevents the existence of a positive knowledge of 
the works considered independently of the evaluative attitude. In a certain 
sense this is to be expected, since what interests Kant in the Critique of 
Judgment is pure aesthetic judgment in its specificity in relation to other 
judgments of value, and particularly normative judgment based on con- 
ceptual rules. Nonetheless, this silence has had important consequences, 
not in the domain of natural beauty, but in that of artificial beauty, that is, 
in the domain of the theory of art. Kant has generally been made to say 
that knowledge of art was impossible, whereas he simply maintains that 
aesthetic judgment cannot be based on such knowledge, nor can it provide 
the basis for knowledge. The “doctrine” of which he speaks concerns 
solely the domain of aesthetic judgment, thus the domain of the evaluative 
definition of art, and not that of descriptive knowledge of art. 

That said, the romantic revolution and more generally the tradition of 
the speculative theory of Art cannot be explained simply as a misunder- 
standing of the true scope of Kantian aesthetics. In reality, the romantics 
refused to conceive a discourse on the arts that was not doctrinaire. The 
example of Schiller is eloquent: what he regrets is that Kant thinks that an 
a priori knowledge of the beautiful, and thus of the evaluative definition of 
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art, is impossible. Among the Jena romantics the refusal is even more rad- 
ical, since they reject the general prohibition formulated by Kant regard- 
ing all a priori objectal knowledge; nascent idealism, in which romanti- 
cism participates, attacks the Critique of Pure Reason even more than the 
Critique of Judgment. In other words, even if the romantics had under- 
stood that Kant’s theory did not in any way preclude a knowledge of the 
arts, they would have rejected this knowledge as “empirical,” just as they 
rejected the natural sciences. A positive knowledge of the arts, such as was 
made possible by Kant’s aesthetics, could not fulfill the task that romanti- 
cism set for a theory of art. The speculative theory of Art arises from the 
clearly assumed will to construct, in opposition to Kant, a doctrine of Art, 
that is, a definition of essence founded on an evaluation. We must continue 
to emphasize this point: the specificity of the speculative theory of Art 
consists not in the fact that it wants to give a definition of art, or even that 
it wants to give a definition of essence. The speculative theory of Art seeks 
to establish the excellence of Art, its ecstatic character qua Art, in contrast 
to other human activities. Now this is precisely the kind of definition that 
Kant’s aesthetics declares to be impossible, since it asserts that the criteria 
of excellence could not be universal criteria, grounded “objectally” and 
objectively, but only subjective criteria, valid for an individual subject 
confronted by a particular object, and incapable of leading to a defini- 
tional universalization. 

The question as to whether or not an objectal knowledge of the fine arts 
is possible must also be distinguished from the one concerning the status 
of the descriptive propositions in which aesthetic judgments may be for- 
mulated. The two questions have nothing to do with each other: the status 
of the descriptive propositions in which aesthetic judgment is formulated, 
that is, the problem of aesthetic predicates, concerns solely the analysis of 
aesthetic judgment. Kant addresses it only very indirectly, which is unfor- 
tunate, for doing so might have led him to refine or clarify his theory of the 
nonconceptual character of aesthetic judgment. In fact, even a pure aes- 
thetic judgment, insofar as it is still a judgment (and is not limited to being 
a private feeling) must be capable of being motivated. As for the aesthetic 
judgment applied to the fine arts, it always implies, as Kant himself ac- 
knowledges, a legitimating component that appeals to descriptive proposi- 
tions, since it conceives the work as an artificial product structured in 
accord with certain rules. In other words, most judgments of taste, when 
they are formulated, contain descriptive propositions that bear on quali- 
ties referred to the aesthetic or artistic object. 

This is already shown by Kant’s paradigmatic proposition of the judg- 
ment of taste: “a is beautiful.” This is a predicative proposition and it 
predicates a quality of the object and not an affective state. To be sure, 
according to Kant, this grammatical form does not correspond to the deep 
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structure of the sentence, which is itself expressive and evaluative (since it 
is supposed both to express a feeling and to propose a value). Nonetheless, 
even if it is a surface structure, this grammatical form shows that an aes- 
thetic judgment, qua public discursive act, often presents itself as moti- 
vated by descriptive propositions concerning the object. Let us add that 
the propositional structure mentioned by Kant, namely “a is beautiful,” 
oversimplifies the actual structure of aesthetic judgments, especially when 
they concern works of art. The structure is rather: “a is an x such that 
‘beautiful.’” In other words, it rarely happens that an object is quali- 
fied as beautiful in the absolute: it is so qualified rather in relation to a 
specific contextual categorial field.7 Now this implies the idea that one 
object can be compared with other objects; can this comparability reason- 
ably be described as being simply a kind of universalizable feeling? Doesn't 
it rather imply the possibility of describing the distinctive characteristics of 
that cause ine to agree to say that “a” is an “x” that is beautiful? 

What is at stake here is surely the sharp opposition between feeling and 
concept, or between a pure aesthetic judgment and an applied or “im- 
pure” aesthetic judgment. It would seem that pure aesthetic judgment and 
“impure” aesthetic judgment simply correspond to two stages in the de- 
velopment of human aesthetic faculties; and pure aesthetic judgment (the 
direct expression of a feeling) certainly represents the more primitive of 
these two stages. That at least is what studies in developmental psychology 
applied to the domain of aesthetic judgment tend to show. In fact, pure 
aesthetic judgment corresponds quite closely to the description given by 
Michael J. Parsons, in his experimental study of the development of the 
faculties of aesthetic judgment, of the first stage of this development, 
which one finds realized in the aesthetic judgments of children “Liking 
and judging are equivalent ideas. It is as if our intuitive response is already 
a judgment, and the judgment is identical with the only reason we could 
give for it: the fact that we like it.”75 The fact that Kant ranks natural 
beauty over artificial beauty is in accord with the attitude adopted at this 
stage of development, in which visual beauty identified with the beauty of 
things reproduced, and thus with natural beauty. But Parsons also 
shows—as one might have expected—that the later development, far from 
limiting itself to this kind of expression of an inner feeling, even if accom- 
panied by a requirement of universality, tends to increasingly open up to 
the acceptance of conceptual determinations, whether they involve em- 
pirical knowledge concerning the object being judged or norms concerning 
the criteria of judgment. To be sure, as Kant maintained, my judgment is 
always ultimately founded on my attitude with regard to the work, but this 
attitude may very well be modified by arguments of a conceptual order 
that lead me, for example, to see things I had not seen, or that show me 
that my reaction is inappropriate, simplistic, etc.7° In other words, devel- 
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opmental psychology lends Kant’s thesis support insofar as it demon- 
strates that aesthetic judgment is in fact founded on the pleasure or dis- 
pleasure felt by the person who formulates it, but at the same time it dem- 
onstrates that the source of the feeling of pleasure itself is very complex, ` 
and can include a reference to cognitive facts that are public property in 
the same way as knowledge about the world is. This holds true not only for 
art, but also in the domain of the appreciation of natural beauty: in Chi- 
nese and Japanese civilizations, which possess an aesthetics of natural 
beauty far more complex than ours, the appreciation of natural beauties 
depends upon an acquired culture rich in conceptual determinations far 
more than upon a spontaneous sensibility. That is why the opposition be- 
tween natural and artificial beauty is not reducible—contrary to what 
Kant thinks—to the opposition between pure and impure aesthetic judg- 
ment; it refers rather to the distinction between a pure aesthetics of re- 
ception and a theory of art that could not skip over the intentional struc- 
ture of its objects. 

It is clear that accepting the existence of a conceptual component in the 
judgment of taste does not mean that it is reduced to a cognitive judgment. 
It is still an evaluative judgment, because the descriptive traits mentioned 
do not define the object in se but are rather the ones that elicited a feeling 
of pleasure (or displeasure) in the person who formulates the aesthetic 
judgment. The descriptive traits are not selected because they are objec- 
tally decisive, but because they are subjectively attractive. 

As we see, Kant’s conception of aesthetic experience (and more spe- 
cifically of aesthetic judgment) poses certain problems. | do not claim to 
have provided conclusive solutions for these problems. I will be satisfied if 
I have shown that while his theory is incompatible with any attempt to 
formulate a speculative theory of Art, it is in no way opposed to a positive 
knowledge of the arts. That is, the difficulties encountered by his purely 
“emotivist” definition of aesthetic judgment are independent of the possi- 
ble validity of his central thesis, which can be summarized in two points: 

a) Meta-aesthetic analysis shows that the problem of the possibility of 
objective knowledge of the arts is independent from the question of the 
status of aesthetic judgment (pure or applied), from the question of the 
status of descriptive propositions that might motivate this aesthetic judg- 
ment, and from the question of the possibility or impossibility of an a 
priori aesthetic doctrine. Ít therefore in no way precludes a positive knowl- 
edge of art, a knowledge that has exactly the same status as other cognitive 
discourses; neither does it preclude the possibility that objectal descrip- 
tions might motivate aesthetic judgment, it being understood that the 
traits described are chosen by virtue of the pleasure they elicit and not as 
traits defining the essence of the object in question. 

b) It asserts the impossibility of reducing an aesthetic judgment to the 
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motivating descriptive judgments, that is, it is incompatible with an aes- 
thetic doctrine (the term “doctrine” being taken here in the strong sense it 
has in Kant, i.e., as a synonym of the determinist objectal theory), since 
the latter consists precisely in the claim to transform an evaluative judg- 
ment based on a sentiment of pleasure into objectal knowledge. 

Thus with romanticism is born a confusion heavy with consequences: a 
category error that consists in confusing the cognitive discourse concern- 
ing the arts with a doctrine in Kant’s sense of the term. In fact, the specula- 
tive theory of Art treats art as a specific ontic domain by virtue of its value: 
it bases an ontic category on an evaluative category. It confuses art as a 
phenomenal object with art as value: it defines it by its value and then 
valorizes it in return by means of its definition. Hence its distinction be- 
tween art and non-art is inevitably a dividing line drawn within artistic 
practices: the act of exclusion is the complement of the sacralization. 

What is at issue is not the fact that the speculative theory of Art aban- 
doned Kant’s meta-aesthetic move—even though it is regrettable that we 
had to wait until the twentieth century to see it reactivated (in Anglo- 
American analytical philosophy). The romantics’ decision to turn toward 
the theory of art was certainly a positive act. The fact that in doing so they 
were forced to move away from Kant is just as comprehensible, given the 
underdeveloped and even incoherent character of his positions on art and 
the preference he accords to natural beauty. But the fundamental rup- 
ture—and the one with the most consequences—is situated elsewhere: in 
the sacralization of the arts and in the construction of a speculative doc- 
trine that is supposed to legitimate this sacralization. The central aspect of 
the speculative theory of Art therefore does not reside in its attempt to go 
beyond Kant so much as in the factors that motivate it and in the way it 
conceived this “transcendence.” 


PART TWO 


The Speculative Theory of Art 


CHAPTER 2, 


The Birth of the Speculative 
Theory of Art 


\ 18 WE MOVE from Kantian aesthetics to romantic aesthetics it is 
difficult to get our bearings: we are in a completely different universe. ‘To 
be sure, we very quickly see that the “technical” change concerns both the 
status accorded to art and that accorded to aesthetic knowledge, but at the 
same time we realize that the stakes go far beyond any strictly aesthetic 
question: the romantic revolution is the locus of a fundamental upheaval, 
a radical change in the way of conceiving the world and man’s relation to 
this world, at the level of the most individual and private sensibility as well 
as at that of the overall view of human existence. This upheaval is con- 
densed in the aesthetic domain, but it is its generalized character that 
makes the romantic revolution a major step in the history of Western cul- 
ture, as important as the Renaissance or the Enlightenment.' 

What is the nature of this revolution? The republicanism of the young 
Friedrich Schlegel or of F. W.J. Schelling, as well as the “radicalism” of 
many of the aesthetic theories of the Schlegel brothers or Novalis may 
mislead the contemporary reader: the romantic revolution, from the Jena 
period onward, was fundamentally “conservative,” in the sense that its 
aim—largely achieved—was to stop the movement toward the seculariza- 
tion of philosophical and cultural thought that had been undertaken by 
the Enlightenment, and of which Kantian criticism is a good example. 

It is scarcely possible to completely ignore the romantic “worldview,” so 
intimately is it linked to aesthetic problems. The birth of the speculative 
theory of Art results, of course, from the conjunction of multiple social, 
political, and intellectual factors. But all these factors have the same secret 
center, which is twofold: on one hand the experience of an existential, 
social, political, cultural, and religious disorientation; on the other the ir- 
repressible nostalgia for a harmonious and organic integration of all the 
aspects of human reality experienced as discordant and dispersed. Thus it 
is undeniable that the question concerning the status of art is related to the 
emergence of the figure of the “free” artist, that is, in fact, to the increas- 
ingly manifest introduction of the logic of the market into the circulation 
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of artistic and literary culture. The replacement of ties based on personal 
dependence by the anonymous and unpredictable sanction of the market- 
place inevitably led artists and writers to ask themselves questions about 
the status of their activity.” In the specific case of German romanticism, it 
is important not to ignore the political factors. The collapse of feudal 
structures brought about by the French Revolution, which was at first 
welcomed and shortly after deplored by the German romantics, plays a 
part in the paradoxical double characteristic that defines their texts: a 
celebration of the most radical subjectivism combined with an increas- 
ingly pervasive nostalgia bemoaning the destruction of integrated, reput- 
edly “organic” social structures. When Novalis, in the mystical flight of 
Faith and Love (1898), lauds the Prussian royal couple, or when, in The 
Christianity of Europe (i800), he sings the praises of the medieval Church 
and the Counter-Reformation, this is the same man who in his literary 
fragments defends the most innovative poetological conceptions.3 His rad- 
ical conception of poetry goes hand in hand with a social theory that has 
been described as conservative and moreover has been seen as anticipat- 
ing, by its cult of unity, state, and hierarchy, the totalitarian ideologies of 
the twentieth century.4 


The key word in the romantic ideology is incontestably Unity. This Unity 
has two characteristics. On one hand, it is not conceived as an abstract 
principle, but as a living and life-giving force, the soul of an organic uni- 
verse in which everything is alive. It is theological in nature: the vicissi- 
tudes of romantic wandering through ancient pantheism, Spinozism, and 
then Catholicism are revealing, not so much in what distinguishes them, as 
in what unites them—namely, the demand for a theological vision of the 
universe. It has often been said that romanticism was a religion of art, but 
it is just as much the theory of a theological art: the sacralization of art is 
inseparable from its religious function. 

But unity is at the same time failing: the writings of Friedrich Schlegel 
and Novalis never cease to revolve around the theme of its /oss and the 
hope of its impending reestablishment. That is why Novalis longs for the 
monolithic unity of the medieval Church, deplores the dispersing, individ- 
ualizing force that issued from the Reformation and the Enlightenment, 
and dreams of a restoration of the papacy as a supreme power once again 
unifying under its banner all the peoples of Europe: And it is for the same 
reason that the young Friedrich Schlegel longs for the organic unity of 
ancient culture, deplores the subjectivist dispersion of modern literature, 
and announces the reestablishment of a classical literature. It is true that, 
unlike Novalis, Schlegel thinks this reestablishment of a classical litera- 
ture will not come about through a historical regression, but rather 
through an exacerbation of modern subjectivism, which of itself will pro- 
duce its opposite, namely renewed objective culture. 
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But it is no doubt in the philosophical domain that the need for Unity 
manifests itself with the greatest amplitude, and we find it not only in 
Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis, but also in Holderlin and the heavy hitters 
of objective idealism, Schelling and Hegel. Kant is the target: he is accused | 
of having closed the door on ontology, of having limited the domain of 
knowledge to subjective forms and categories and to phenomenal objects, 
and of having reduced the question of the hen kai pan—of Being and 
God—to the status of a pure rational Idea inaccessible to theoretical spec- 
ulation. Seeking to move beyond Kantian critique and to integrate it into 
a new ontological doctrine, the romantics and the thinkers of objective 
idealism brought the great metaphysical systems back into vogue. Whence 
their recourse to Leibnitz, Spinoza, Boehme, Plotinus—that is, to con- 
structors of monistic systems of the universe—reinterpreted in a subjectiv- 
ist perspective. Thus Novalis develops conjointly his theory of poetry and 
a metaphysics of the Universe inspired by Plotinus. 

It is within this overall framework of the romantic worldview that we 
must situate the aesthetic revolution—and especially the new conception 
of the arts and the new definition of the status of discourse on the arts—if 
we want to understand their deep motivations. This worldview has been 
amply discussed; for a long time, the study of “the romantic soul” was one 
of the chief subjects of research on romanticism. More recently attention 
has shifted toward its aesthetic and poetological aspects. ‘The most impor- 
tant result of these latter studies has been to show that the romantic revo- 
lution could be considered as the place where most of the aesthetic and 
poetological theses of “modernity” were born.5 On the other hand, so far 
as I am aware, the problem of the status accorded to discourse on the arts 
and its connection with the sacralization of the arts has received less atten- 
tion. Yet the passage from Kant to romanticism is also played out on the 
epistemological level of this status, and the relation between the sacraliza- 
tion of the arts and the emergence of a speculative theory concerning them 
is not merely a fortuitous parallelism. 

The birth of romanticism nevertheless results from a more specific fac- 
tor: the conviction that philosophical discourse is incapable of adequately 
expressing the renewed theological ontology. At the moment of its birth, 
the speculative theory of Art is inseparable from the idea that Art must 
replace a defective philosophical discourse. The romantics’ fundamental 
experience resides in the idea that philosophy cannot be the place where 
onto-theology will blossom. In other words, it is because philosophical 
discourse is depreciated that the arts, and first of all poetry, will come to 
be invested with an ontological function. 

This apparent dismissal of philosophical discourse is paradoxically the 
work of philosophical discourse itself.° The romantic philosophical im- 
pulse is bicephalic, straining between a methodological heritage that re- 
mains critical in nature and the new theological ontology. The two im- 
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pulses are situated at different levels: theological ontology functions as an 
evident truth whose discursive nature is at the same time not recognized; 
critical methodology, on the other hand, is held to represent philosophical 
discursivity par excellence. The monistic ontology appears to be impossi- 
ble to formulate within the horizon of a philosophical discursivity domi- 
nated by the dualism of subject and object and thus by the impossibility of 
formulating their absolute unity. 

Friedrich Schlegel expresses this noncoincidence of philosophy’s ideal 
content and its discursive form by distinguishing between the spirit and 
the letter of philosophy: “Some people think they find the perfect form of 
philosophy in systematic unity; but they are wholly wrong in this, for phi- 
losophy is not a work external to the presentation (Darstellung): it is solely 
spirit and intention. . . . ‘The concept, the very name of philosophy, as well 
as all its history, show us that it is nothing other than an infinite search 
that never ends (ewiges Suchen und Nicht-Finden konnen).”7 Novalis, 
taking his inspiration chiefly from Neoplatonic theories, asserts that the 
fundamental reality is accessible solely through an ecstasy that escapes 
rational discursivity, since the latter always presupposes the duality be- 
tween a subject that makes a statement and an object on which this state- 
ment bears. Only poetic creation has access to an ecstatic contemplation in 
which the poet is at once subject and object, self and world. 

In short, the establishment of Art as an ontological revelation does not 
arise simply from a failure of philosophy as such, but in a more specific 
way from the incompatibility between its discursive form and its ontologi- 
cal content (or reference). Then it is Art that rises up: it will achieve the 
presentation of the content of philosophy. 

The specificity of romanticism in relation to the later developments of 
the theory of Art lies in this double structure: not only is Art endowed with 
an ontological function, but it is moreover the only possible presentation 
of speculative ontology, of speculative metaphysics. In fact, on this precise 
point, objective idealism is diametrically opposed to romantic thought. In 
Schelling or Hegel, Art will nonetheless continue to be invested with a 
function of ontological revelation, but its relationship to philosophical dis- 
course will be conceived differently. The idealist solution itself is unstable: 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Heidegger all address in new ways the 
problem, raised over and over again, of the respective hierarchical posi- 
tions of Art and philosophy. 

In the speculative theory of Art, the arts are thus caught in a pincers 
movement by philosophical discourse, both at the level of their function 
and at the level of their content. It is in this sense that the sacralization of 
Art and the genesis of a speculative theory of Art are inseparable: the 
modalities of sacralization are prescribed by speculative theory, but at the 
same time it is the sacralization that first motivates the elaboration of a 
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speculative theory that is supposed to legitimate it. That probably ex- 
plains why the German philosophical tradition that came out of the ro- 
mantic revolution thought itself always obliged to develop a theory of Art 
and to make a strategic place for it in its overall metaphysical construc- 
tion. Ontological Art and metaphysics of Art mutually determine each 
other: the speculative theory of Art will always be a specific determination 
of both the content of Art and of the place occupied by it in a general 
ontology. In telling us that Art reveals Being, the speculative theory of Art 
must always also, and in the same act, situate it in the Being that it reveals; 
it is at once an ontological revelation and an object of ontology. For the 
romantics poetry reveals the Universe to us, at the same time that it consti- 
tutes its eschatological figure. In Hegel, art is simultaneously the sensuous 
revelation of the Absolute and one of the figures of spirit, one of the stages 
in a systematic hierarchy culminating in philosophic self-realization. At the 
other end of the historical chain, in Heidegger, the work of art is both the 
poiesis of Being’s historical fate (as the Being of a historical people) and a 
fundamental category that is opposed to the thing and to the product. 

Kant had declared that any doctrine of the beautiful was impossible, 
arguing that beauty was not a kind of conceptual determination. Applied 
to the arts, this thesis amounted to making cognitively null any phi- 
losophical doctrine based on an axiological definition, and to limiting aes- 
thetic discourse to the evaluative criticism of works and to the study of 
technico-formal mechanisms. As for philosophy, it was to analyze not Art 
(as an axiological object), but the aesthetic judgment instituting aesthetic 
objects. Romanticism seeks to short-circuit the third Critique by reducing 
the Beautiful to the True and by identifying aesthetic experience with the 
presentative determination of an ontological content. At the same time, we 
no longer encounter artistic works but only manifestations of Art: if Art 
reveals Being, then artistic works reveal Art and are to be deciphered as 
such, that is, as so many empirical realizations of the same ideal essence. 
Thus it is because art works (and the arts) are reducible to Art that the 
latter can be a revelation of Being: the definition of Art as a presentation 
of onto-theology implies the reduction of art works (and the arts) to the 
theory of Art. 

We cannot close this synoptic overview of the romantic revolution with- 
out mentioning a final characteristic: the thoroughly historicist nature of 
the romantic theory of Art. Historicism can be characterized as a theory 
that transforms historical events and facts into signs of a more fundamen- 
tal reality, into empirical manifestations of transcendent determinations 
of essence (the forms can be multiple: self-development of absolute Spirit, 
the struggle for life, fate of Being, etc.). In other words, there is historicism 
when historical events and facts are no longer studied in their factual ar- 
rangement (that is, in relation to other elements of the same order of real- 
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ity or of another order of empirical reality), but rather as so many traces 
left by transcendent factors. It is a doctrine that is omnipresent not only 
in romanticism but also, of course, in Hegelianism: we encounter it in 
Schlegel’s conception of the history of Literature and again in Hegel’s his- 
torical systematization of the arts. It is absent in Schopenhauer, but we see 
it at work again, in a very different form, to be sure, in Nietzsche, and later 
in Heidegger. 

This historicism is only one of the forms of the utopian messianism that 
is inherent in the speculative theory of Art. I have said that the romantic 
cult of Unity was a cult of a failing Unity, of a Unity to be (re)established; 
thanks to the historical doctrine, history is transformed into a movement 
toward Salvation. In the ultimate destiny of the speculative theory this 
messianism takes many forms. Thus the function accorded to the contem- 
porary period in historical dynamics is not always the same; in Hegel, for 
example, the contemporary period is the period of completion. The ro- 
mantics are more undecided. In a first phase, they conceive the contempo- 
rary period as the dawn of the completion, but later they denounce it as 
being fundamentally antipoetic (whence the escape into the past). For the 
young Nietzsche and for Heidegger, the contemporary period is the age of 
alienation; whence the often polemical character of their writings, in the 
aesthetic domain as well. Schopenhauer, although he also defends an aes- 
thetic doctrine of salvation, is the only one who does not propose a histori- 
cist eschatology. That is because as a strict Platonist, he denies all reality 
to history and to change. 

It is within the framework of these general characteristics of romanti- 
cism that is located the double problem I propose to study here. First I 
shall take up the sacralization of poetry. I shall study it through Novalis’s 
texts. It would obviously have been possible to analyze it in Friedrich 
Schlegel as well, but I have preferred to reserve the latter’s texts for the 
study of another aspect, the genesis of the speculative theory of Art. Of all 
the romantics, Schlegel is the one who most rigorously pursues the project 
of an aesthetic theory, and more specifically a theory of literature, based 
on the sacralization of Art. The twofold fact that the tradition of the spec- 
ulative theory of Art begins with a theory of literature and that this theory 
embodies itself in a history of Literature, is obviously not a matter of indif- 
ference with regard to the later destiny of the tradition in question. 


Poetry as the Sublation of Metaphysics (Novalis) 


If it is true that the romantic sacralization of poetry is the translation of a 
philosophical impulse and a problematics that is both aesthetic and artis- 
tic—and more specifically poetic—it is not surprising that the “appren- 
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ticeship years” of Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel, the two most radical 
minds of Jena romanticism, were devoted, if not exclusively, at least in 
large measure, to philosophical reflection. The manner in which the latter 
is connected with other fields of interest is moreover revealing: whereas 
Novalis prefers religious questions, and more generally problems of a the- 
ologico-political order, Friedrich Schlegel tries instead to link his phi- 
losophical works with philological and historical reflection. But these dif- 
ferences, no matter how interesting, must not make us forget the basic 
identity of the two friends’ aspirations: the elaboration of an ontological 
doctrine that would be both the legitimation of poetic activity and its cen- 
tral theme. From the outset, poetic creation, and more generally artistic 
creation, is thus considered as coupled with a knowledge that grounds it 
and constitutes its theme: artistic activity is essentially reflective. Neither 
Novalis nor Schlegel would have admitted the possibility that artistic crea- 
tion might be cut off from such a basic knowledge; and that is precisely 
why they lay the foundation for the modernity of art, and more specifically 
of literature. 

The initial impulse of Novalis’s intellectual activity is thus of a phi- 
losophical and not of a poetic order. The first major traces of his spiritual 
evolution are notes devoted to philosophical doctrines that were “fashiona- 
ble” in the last decade of the eighteenth century: Kant’s criticism and espe- 
cially Fichte’s philosophy. The young Novalis’s readings of these authors 
show very clearly how, not finding what he is searching for, he introduces 
all sorts of distortions in order to bring them into line with his own aim. 
The latter, after a period of “incubation” corresponding to his notes on 
Fichte (1795-96), is formulated explicitly as early as 1797: the self-under- 


standing of Being in all its plenitude can take place only in poetic creation. 


From PuiLtosopyy To POETRY 


The studies on Fichte constitute the first document of Novalis’s phi- 
losophical apprenticeship; and they also already contain the first seeds of 
his own theological worldview. It should therefore be possible to use them 
to analyze how the move from the interest in philosophical analysis to the 
concern about worldview is negotiated, and to show the conceptual shifts 
that this kind of move implies. 

There can be no question of following step-by-step Novalis’s reflections, 
which are quite disconnected. I shall limit myself to trying to grasp their 
fundamental dynamics, namely the progressive realization that critical 
philosophy (even in its Fichtean form) is incompatible with the romantic 
project. 

The most obvious characteristic of Novalis’s reading of Fichte is its exis- 
tential and vitalist dramatization of a philosophical project which, in spite 
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of its ambiguities, still remains very close to Kant’s way of proceeding. 
Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre9 sets itself a very precise goal: to go back to the 
absolute foundation of knowledge. This is an ambitious task, to be sure, 
but nonetheless narrowly circumscribed: the theory of the “absolute ego” 
claims to be valid only within the framework of the gnoseological proble- 
matics. At the same time the arrangement of the three fundamental 
Fichtean “propositions” (the absolute ego as the ultimate foundation, the 
non-ego as the “other” of the ego, the construction of the real as a mutual 
limitation on the ego and the non-ego) belongs essentially to the concep- 
tual order: it is not an ontological theory of the ego, nor a fortiori a theory 
of the historical or psychological genesis of the human subject; the ego is 
considered only qua subject of knowledge. What is at stake here—as in 
Kant—is the deduction of the a priori conceptual conditions that make 
human knowledge possible. To be sure, just as Fichte’s method is syn- 
thetic rather than analytic, his procedure is in a certain way genetic; but it 
is a matter of a logical genesis, of a genesis of concepts and not of an ontic 
genesis. The fact that he introduces a practical element (the will) into the 
deduction of the possibility of knowledge should not be understood as 
implying an existential psychologization of the gnoseological problem; 
rather, we should see in this the necessity, according to Fichte, of introduc- 
ing the will to knowledge among the latter’s a priori conditions. 

Novalis—after a first period in which his aim is above all to master the 
Fichtean vocabulary—very quickly moves toward an overtly existential 
and speculative problematics, that is, toward a rejection that is at first 
implicit and later explicit, of the Kantian critical dimension in which 
Fichte, at least at that point,'° was still operating. 

The existential and speculative dramatization passes by way of the no- 
tion of “life” introduced as early as the first notebook, which dates from 
the winter of 1795: “If there existed a sphere still more elevated [than that 
of the opposition between ego and non-ego], it would be the one situated 
between Being and non-Being—the oscillation back and forth (Schweben) 
between the two. It would be something inexpressible, and here we are 
confronted with the concept of life... . Here philosophy stops and must 
stop—for life resides precisely in this, that it cannot be understood.”" The 
idea of an opposition between life and philosophy is not original; it is 
found in Jacobi and more generally in the German pietist tradition. But 
Novalis—and this is what is new about the current of thought of which he 
is one of the most radical representatives—is not satisfied with an opposi- 
tion between the two poles: he will seek to discover the place where they 
are united. In the Kantian critical tradition, philosophical ontology is cir- 
cumscribed by the dualism of ego and non-ego; it therefore grasps Being 
solely in the modality of beings that can become objects of a consciousness. 
According to Novalis, “life” is precisely what is beyond—and thus at the 
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foundation of—the distinction between the ego and the non-ego. It is 
Being beyond beings, or as he puts it, the oscillation between Being and 
non-Being. 

Nevertheless, if life is beyond philosophical discursivity, it is not ineffa- 
ble. For Jena romanticism, as for nascent Idealism (until 1800 at least), 
“life,” if it cannot be grasped by philosophy, can nonetheless be expressed 
by poetry, and more generally by the artistic sphere. This is the utopian 
dream that Novalis pursued in his mythological-theological novel, Hein- 
rich von Ofterdingen, whereas Schlegel elaborated its theoretical form in 
his theory of the novel. Even Hegel, during his years in Nuremberg, pro- 
posed a “religion of beauty,” a memory of the radical estheticism of the 
Altester Systemprogramm, a text that came out of his sessions of “sym- 
philosophy” with Holderlin and Schelling. As for the latter, they also 
ranked art above philosophical discursivity, Holderlin in his Hyperion, 
and Schelling in his System des transzendentalen Idealismus (1800). 

The introduction of the notion of “life” as an absclutely primary term 
is a clue to the fact that, at the beginning of his philosophical apprentice- 
ship, Novalis turns away from the Kantian question about the ground of 
knowledge and toward the question about the ground of Being. Hence it is 
not surprising that he quickly arrives at a paradoxical position: metaphys- 
ics as fundamental knowledge is seen as an absolutely desirable goal, but 
at the same time it appears impossible because of Novalis’s idea of phi- 
losophical discursivity, which simply identifies it with Kantian criticism. 
But the latter, as Fichte clearly states, cannot go beyond the “pure ego,” 
beyond the subject. 

It is therefore no surprise that in Novalis organicist vitalism immedi- 
ately takes on a religious orientation. As early as the same year, 1795, he 
introduces in his notes the triad “God-Nature-Ego,” and makes it corre- 
spond to the philosophical notions of the necessary, the real, and the possi- 
ble.” And in the same period we find this significant remark: “Spinoza 
rose as far as nature; Fichte as far as the ego, as far as the person. I rise up 
to the thesis of God "um The identification of the Fichtean ego with the 
person shows clearly that Novalis is not only asking the question about the 
genealogy of Being, but also trying to tear the Fichtean ego away from its 
original terrain, the question of the ground of knowledge. In addition, this 
passage formulates for the first time in an explicit manner what will be- 
come the leitmotif of Novalis’s future reflection: the idea that God is iden- 
tical with the menstruum universale of life, which is realized conjointly in 
nature and in the ego. Life is therefore not identified with nature, which 
constitutes only its visible form; it is the unity of nature and the ego, of the 
visible and the invisible. 

It is significant that the emergence of the religious dimension and that 
of poetry go hand in hand. In fact, it is starting with the set of notes dated 
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from the spring to the beginning of summer 1796 that poetological obser- 
vations appear with increasing regularity: the notes faithfully follow the 
curve of Novalis’s interest, which begins to shift slowly from philosophy 
toward art. At the same time religion occupies an increasingly prominent 
place, since it is in this same set of notes that Novalis introduces the notion 
of “faith” (Glauben) that will henceforth play a central role in both his 
worldview and his poetic ontology: “Science is only one half. The other 
half is faith.”4 The link between religion and poetry is established by 
means of the concept of imagination, for on the same page we read: “Rea- 
son combined with imagination (Fantasie) produces religion. Reason 
combined with understanding produces science.” The term “science” re- 
fers here not only to the mathematical sciences or natural sciences, but 
also to the discourse of knowledge as a whole, including philosophy. As for 
“imagination,” it refers, of course, to the domain of poetry. One can thus 
say that as early as the summer of 1796 Novalis has established the funda- 
mental triad that will henceforth organize his thought: knowledge, relig- 
ion, poetry. 

The fifth set of notes on Fichte, dated summer 1796, is the most impor- 
tant of the whole series. In them Novalis definitively formulates the para- 
dox—according to him, a constitutive one—of the philosophical enter- 
prise; in a parallel manner, he introduces the notion of presentation 
(Darstellung), which will allow him to move from a theory of Art founded 
on a theory of the spiritual faculties to an onto-theological theory shifting 
the emphasis from creative subjectivity to the created work. 

Let us begin with the problem of the paradoxical status of philosophical 
discourse. We have seen that Novalis had set philosophy the task of think- 
ing the absolute foundation of Being, life, and that at the same time he had 
asserted that it could never accomplish this task. After many groping ef- 
forts, he succeeds in giving an acceptable form to this paradox in a frag- 
ment that is important for understanding what distinguishes romantic 
idealism from Kantian critical philosophy: “The act of philosophizing 
must constitute a specific mode of thought. What am I doing when I devote 
myself to philosophy? I am reflecting on a foundation. At the foundation 
of philosophy we therefore find an aspiration to conceive a foundation. But 
the foundation is not what is called a cause, in the true sense of the term— 
it is rather on the order of an internal constitution—connection with the 
Whole. All philosophy must therefore end with an absolute foundation. 
But if the latter were not given, if its concept contained an impossibility— 
then the philosophical domain would be an infinite activity—and thus 
without end, since moved by the absolute necessity of an absolute founda- 
tion, a necessity that could never be satisfied except in a relative manner— 
and that therefore would not cease. . . . Philosophy, that is, the result of 
the act of philosophizing, thus arises from an interruption of the impulse 
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toward the knowledge of the foundation—through a halt at the element at 
which one has arrived—abstraction from the absolute foundation and 
highlighting of the true absolute foundation of freedom through the con- 
nection (integration [Verganzung| into a Whole of what is to be ex- 
plained).”"© 

The resolution of the constitutive contradiction of philosophy, that be- 
tween ought and is, thus passes through a distinction between the phi- 
losophical act, conceived as an infinite activity, and its result, philosophy 
as a system, as an organized totality. The latter could never be more than 
an analogon of the living totality, since it never reaches the absolute foun- 
dation. Nonetheless, to the extent that it is freely assumed, this limitation 
of philosophy, of philosophical discursivity, is at the same time the para- 
doxical manifestation of the ego’s freedom, a freedom that is the sole true 
absolute foundation. In other words, the arrest of the philosophical im- 
pulse is the paradoxical manifestation of the absolute foundation that phi- 
losophical discursivity vainly seeks through its infinite movement. 

It is important to clearly locate the point where the break with the Kan- 
tian critical enterprise takes place. In fact, one might be tempted to think 
that Novalis ultimately merely adopts the Kantian distinction between the 
domain of theoretical philosophy and that of the practical ideal. And it is 
undeniable that his concerns proceed from this distinction. But what is 
new (and at the same time very old) is that he identifies philosophical 
discursivity, not with the search for the conditions of the possibility of 
knowledge, but with the project of a total knowledge. The passage quoted 
is unambiguous on this point: on one hand, the foundation is defined ab- 
solutely, and no longer in relationship to a precise explicandum (knowl- 
edge); on the other, and this is the most important point, it is no longer 
situated in a reflection on the conditions of possibility but rather identified 
with the internal connection (Zusammenhang) of a totality. For Novalis, 
the true foundation is not an a priori condition; it is the totality of Being 
brought together in its original unity. The philosophical search for a foun- 
dation is only another word for the presentation of Being in its unity. 

The most decisive difference between Fichte and Novalis is illustrated 
by an expression that I have italicized in the passage quoted above: Er- 
kenntnis des Grundes, “knowledge of the foundation.” This syntagm epit- 
omizes the reversal in point of view that Novalis (and with him the whole 
romantic and idealist philosophical tradition) undertakes with respect to 
the Kantian critical enterprise. The latter in fact did not seek knowledge of 
the foundation, but rather the foundation of knowledge, not the Fr- 
kenntnis des Grundes but the Grund der Erkenntnis. The Kantian effort to 
go back to first principles remains within knowledge: it is a reflective 
movement in which knowledge ascertains its own conditions of possibility. 
With romanticism, on the contrary, we move (back) to the very different 
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question of the knowledge of the foundations as such, which is also knowl- 
edge of the “ground,” of ultimate reality. What in Kantian critical philos- 
ophy was the infinite ideal of a state of completion of human knowledge, 
an ideal that as such escaped philosophic legislation in the strict sense, 
becomes (again) in the romantics the main question of philosophy. Hence 
the foundation is no longer relative (to knowledge), but it is reified into an 
absolute origin. When Fichte says that he wants to carry out the true pro- 
ject of critical philosophy, namely the construction of the foundation of 
knowledge, Novalis translates: philosophy should seek the foundation of 
Being. In other words, what for Fichte is situated at the meta-objectal level 
(the a priori conditions of an object of knowledge) shifts in Novalis to the 
objectal level (the foundation as the absolute object of knowledge). In the 
Fichte of the Wissenschaftslehre, the genitive in the syntagm “foundation 
of knowledge” is both objective and subjective: a foundation for and 
through knowledge. Novalis (and with him, the whole romantic tradition) 
separates the two terms and then inquires into their relationship; he ar- 
rives in this way at a reification of the foundation, which becomes the 
impossible object of philosophy, the latter being thereby called upon to 
yield to poetry. 

It is in the notes devoted to his rereading of the works of Hemsterhuis 
and Kant that Novalis makes the definitive leap from philosophy toward 
poetry. These are two important stages in the elaboration of his poetologi- 
cal theory, since they lead directly to the threshold of the theory of poetry 
he develops between 1798 and 1800. 

The reading of Hemsterhuis confirms him in his Neoplatonism and in 
the idea of a duality of knowledge (Erkennen), according to which it is 
cognition (Wissen) or faith (Glauben). Of course, if faith can be a kind of 
knowledge, this shows that the latter’s domain is not limited to discursive 
knowledge grounded in a logic of rationality. Moreover, if there are two 
organs of knowledge, cognition and faith, and if these two organs do not 
coincide in their gnoseological dynamism, that is because they refer to two 
different orders of reality: the sensuous, material universe on one hand, 
the spiritual universe on the other. But since this dualism is situated within 
the framework of a conception of Unity, it elicits the requirement that it be 
transcended in a third term: here poetry comes in to connect the spiritual 
and the sensuous. If faith is the organ through which we know the su- 
persensuous in se, poetry will be the organ that allows us to discover it in 
the sensuous. It is thus a particular form of the organ of faith; it is faith 
exercising itself in the domain of the visible. 

It is in these same notes on Hemsterhuis that we find for the first time 
the idea of the priority of poetry over philosophy. This thesis had already 


been proposed by Hemsterhuis himself: “Moreover it is not without reason 
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that poetry is called the language of the gods; at least it is the language that 
the gods dictate to every sublime genius who has relations with them, and 
without this language we should make very little progress in our sci- 
ences.”'7 Novalis reformulates this in the framework of a comparison be- 
tween philosophy and poetry: 


If philosophy, through the formation of an external totality, or through its 
legislative activity, makes perfect poetry possible, the latter is so to speak the 
former’s goal, that through which alone it is endowed with meaning and gra- 
cious life—for poetry shapes good society, or the interior totality—the family 
of the world, the beautiful universal economy (schöne Haushaltung). Just as 
philosophy, through systematic thought and the state, brings together the 
forces of the individual and the forces of the universe and the rest of human- 
ity—making the Totality an organ of the individual and the individual an 
organ of the Totality—also poetry—with regard to enjoyment. —The Total- 
ity is the object of individual enjoyment and the individual is the object of 
total enjoyment. Through poetry, the loftiest sympathy and co-activity—the 


most intimate and most magnificent community—become real (through phi- 


losophy: possible). . . 8 


The meaning of this passage is in part obscure, and the assertion of the 
priority of poetry is still largely implicit. Nonetheless, poetry is said to be 
the goal of philosophy. Novalis seems to acknowledge two motives capable 
of justifying the advantage accorded poetry. On one hand, whereas the 
totality formed by philosophy remains purely external, that of poetry is 
internal: it is not legislative but organic (as the references to the family and 
the household show). On the other hand, only poetry actually achieves the 
interpenetration (the community) of particularity and universality, of 
unity and totality, whereas philosophy merely makes them possible, that 
is, it merely formulates their a priori conditions. It is the opposition be- 
tween the external totality, the object of philosophy, and the internal total- 
ity, the object of poetry, that seems to me most revealing: to the extent that 
romantic dualism implies a subjectivist reinterpretation of Platonic dual- 
ism, the opposition between Being and appearance coincides with that 
between subjective interiority and objective exteriority. By reducing phi- 
losophy to a totalizing activity within the domain of exteriority, Novalis 
simultaneously subordinates it to poetry, since the latter is supposed to 
achieve the ultimate synthesis, that is, the recuperation of exteriority into 
interiority. It is interesting to note that in 1798 Novalis returns to this frag- 
ment but replaces the term “enjoyment” (Genuss), which comes from 
Hemsterhuis, by “life” (Leben). The substitution is not trivial, since it 
explicitly links poetry to the supreme principle that philosophy was said, 
as early as 1796, to be incapable of attaining. 
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The notes on Kant dated 1797 move in the same direction. To be more 
precise, they inform us that poetry can actually achieve what philosophy 
can only postulate as an inaccessible horizon. 

If in the notes on Fichte Novalis sought, at least at first, to situate him- 
self within the Fichtean horizon, the motivation of the notes on Kant seems 
quite different. The only question that henceforth interests him is that of 
the transcendence of the limits that critical philosophy imposed on human 
knowledge: “The concept of sensibility (Sinn). According to Kant mathe- 
matics and the natural sciences refer to the forms of external sensibility. 
—Then what science refers to the forms of internal sensibility? Is there 
also a nonsensuous (aufsersinnlich) knowledge? Is there yet another way 
to get out of oneself and reach other beings or be affected by them . . . ?”9 
“Nonsensuous knowledge”: this truly amounts to canceling the critical en- 
terprise. But for such a knowledge to be possible, one would have simul- 
taneously to move beyond the finitude of the human subject asserted by 
Kant; therefore a way has to be found that will make it possible to get out 
of oneself, or, to formulate it in Fichtean terms, beyond the empirical ego. 
It is no accident that this question arises as a result of reflection on a 
possible science of the internal sense: the exit from ourselves is in reality an 
entry into the depths of ourselves, a move toward the originary place 
where we are at once subject and object, self and universe. 

This idea of an exit from ourselves is also found in another passage. 
There Novalis copies Kant’s assertion (in the preface to the Critique of 
Pure Reason, B xx, p. 24) that “what necessarily forces us to transcend the 
limits of experience and of all appearances is the unconditioned, which 
reason, by necessity and by right demands in things in themselves.” The 
romantic author obviously knows that after Kant this movement beyond 
phenomena leads to theoretical antinomies and therefore can have only a 
practical status. That is why he adds the following clarification to Kant’s 
text: “or outside ourselves.”?° The shift may seem minimal, but it is fun- 
damental. When Kant says that the requirements of reason push us be- 
yond the world of phenomena, he does not mean that we can actually go 
beyond phenomena, but only that we feel the practical necessity of doing 
so. When on the other hand Novalis speaks of an exit from ourselves, he 
sees in it a real act that would actually allow us to transcend the world of 
phenomena. 

In fact, we are here confronted by two concerns that intersect and will 
soon be unified. On one hand, it is a matter of “intellectual intuition”: 
Fichtean in origin, this is defined by the romantics as a mode of access to 
knowledge of the Absolute (and thus as a possible access to the Kantian 
thing-in-itself). Schelling, in his Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism 
(1795), a work that Novalis studied in 1797, had offered an evocative 
definition: 
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We all possess a secret and marvelous faculty that permits us to withdraw 
from the flux of time toward our innermost self (Selbst), purified of all exte- 
rior trappings, there to intuit in ourselves the eternal in the form of immuta- 
bility. This intuition is our most intimate experience, and the one that belongs 
to us most properly (eigenste): on it alone depends everything that we know 
and believe on the subject of a supersensuous world... . This intellectual 
intuition occurs when we cease to be an object for ourselves, when, retiring 
into itself, the self that intuits is identical with the intuited self. In this instant 
of intuition, time and duration disappear for us: it is not we who are in time, 
but time—or rather, not time, but pure and absolute eternity—that is in us. 
It is not we who are effaced in the intuition of the objective world, but the 
latter that is effaced in our intuition.?! 


Intellectual intuition is thus identical with the “path toward the interior” 
described in fragment 17 of Pollen: “Is the universe then not within us? We 
do not know the depths of our spirit. It is toward the interior that this 
mysterious path leads. Eternity with its worlds—the past and the future— 
is in us or nowhere. The external world is the world of shadows. It casts its 
shadow in the realm of light.”?? 

The second theme connected with the notion of an “exit from ourselves” 
is that of ecstasy. It comes from Plotinus, who asserted that the absolute 
One is inaccessible to discursive knowledge and even to noetic intuition; it 
is revealed only in an ecstatic union in which the object seen and sight 
coincide and in which individuality is abolished. Now these two factors, 
the abolition of (empirical) individuality and the ecstatic union of the sub- 
ject and object of knowledge, will become as early as 1798 defining ele- 
ments of Novalis’s conception of poetry. The “exit from ourselves” im- 
plies, of course, a redefinition of the relations between theory and practice, 
or to be more precise, a redefinition of practice. which is identified purely 
and simply with the poetic dimension. In other words, the domain of prac- 
tice is transformed into that of the “poietic” faculty and hence ceases to be 
an inaccessible, becoming an Ideal in actu: “Are not practice and the po- 
etic one and the same thing?—poetic meaning simply absolutely practical 
in specie.”?3 Thus the poetic, a transformation of Kantian praxis into pure 
“poiletics,” is the superior organ that is beyond the dichotomy of the theo- 
retical and the practical, since in it knowledge and action coincide: “We 
know it (the unconditioned) only insofar as we achieve it.”*4 In various 
forms, the same assertion recurs in the notes and fragments written in 1798 
and 1799, and will become a genuine leitmotif of Novalis’s gnoseology.*5 


THE SPECULATIVE THEORY OF POETRY 


The notes analyzed up to this point merely put in place, in a more or less 
dispersed manner, the elements of Novalis’s poetological conception; the 
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notes and fragments from 1798 to 1800 synthesize them and thus give his 
theory of poetry its definitive form. They fall, generally speaking, into two 
spheres of interest: on one hand the properly poetological reflections, and 
on the other, the reflections devoted to the philosophy of nature. The al- 
most exclusive interest in poetry and in natural philosophy is anticipated 
in a programmatic way in a letter to A.W. Schlegel, dated 24 February 
1798: “Henceforth I shall occupy myself only with poetry—all the sciences 
must be poeticized—lI hope to be able to discuss at length with you this real 
[German: real], scientific poetry.”?° 

Novalis’s philosophy of nature will not be discussed here. I shall simply 
recall that his project of a poetic encyclopedia goes hand in hand with the 
project, defended at the same period by Friedrich Schlegel in the Athe- 
naeum, of creating a new mythology:?7 in both cases, it is a matter of 
determining the content of the universal poetry that is supposed to replace 
philosophy in decline. 

Let us come then to the poetological notes proper. To simplify the anal- 
ysis I shall treat all the fragments from the last two years of Novalis as a 
single corpus. In doing so I neglect the undeniable evolution that can be 
observed even in this period; right up to his death, Novalis’s thought was 
a thought in gestation, and my synchronic approach thus risks giving a 
somewhat distorted view of these last collections of notes and fragments. 
But with regard to the object of my analyses, the consequences are negligi- 
ble, and I think it is therefore legitimate to contrast the years 1798-1800 as 
a whole to all the preceding stages. 

To the extent that poetry is the presentation of “life,” and hence of the 
impossible content of philosophy, it is not surprising that we see a certain 
hesitation with regard to their relationships. I have said that according to 
Novalis poetry was called upon to replace philosophy in decline. The as- 
sertion corresponds well to Novalis’s project, but it must be refined. He 
hesitates in fact between three theses: according to the first one, philoso- 
phy must transcend itself in poetry; according to the second, it must form 
a synthesis with poetry; and finally according to the third, poetry must 
replace philosophy. These three conceptions are not completely contradic- 
tory, to be sure, and perhaps it is even possible to combine them. It none- 
theless remains that they are not necessarily linked and that they must 
therefore be considered separately. 

The first thesis, which coincides with the conception of a “mystification 
of the sciences” expressed in Christianity or Europe, postulates a poeti- 
cizing of the sciences and of the canonical form, philosophy: “The final 
form of the sciences must be poetic,”2® and “Every science becomes po- 
etry—after having become philosophy.”?9 This trajectory leading from 
philosophy and the sciences in the traditional sense of the term to poetic 
philosophy is linked by Novalis to the blooming of a pure, absolutely free 
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creation: “Freedom grows with the thinker’s . . . training and ability. . . . 
Ultimately the thinker is capable of transforming everything into every- 
thing—the philosopher becomes a poet. To be a poet is nothing other than | 
the supreme degree of thought, of sensation, etc... . The separation be- 
tween the poet and the thinker is merely apparent—to the disadvantage of 
both of them.”3° Or again: “The art of poetry is surely nothing other than 
the free, active, productive use of our organs—and it might be that poetry 
is nothing else—so that thought and poetry would be one and the same 
thing.”3' Thus the poeticizing of philosophy comes down to the idea of an 
absolutely free thought, that is, one that is not dependent upon some sen- 
suous impression imposed on us from outside and that would escape our 
jurisdiction. 

The second thesis, rather than postulating a repetition of philosophy in 
poetry, admits the idea of a superior imaginative activity that would syn- 
thesize in itself thought and poetry in the restricted sense of the term. This 
conception seems to impose itself every time Novalis conceives the opposi- 
tion between philosophy and poetry as an opposition between two facul- 
ties, for example, between discursivity and intuition, or between the un- 
derstanding and the imagination. If according to the first hypothesis the 
difference between philosophy and poetry was resolved through a trans- 
formation of the first term, here there is instead a transcendence of the two 
activities by a third one, which is supposed to synthesize them. The result 
is the same, since we still arrive at a philosophical poetry or a poetic phi- 
losophy. Only the path taken differs: according to the second conception 
poetry, in its present form—that is, separated from philosophy—must also 
be transcended. It is in this perspective that Novalis opposes the discursive 
thinker to the intuitive poet. The former approaches reality only through 
a sort of semantic atomism; hence he destroys living nature and puts in its 
place a work of art (but also: an artificial work) formed of thoughts (Ged- 
ankenkunstwerk). As for the intuitive poet, he is opposed to any rule or 
fixed form; for him everything is life and liberty. The opposition between 
them is to be transcended by the artist (Künstler): he will synthesize dis- 
cursivity and intuition in the activity of the productive imagination.3? 
Later on we will encounter again this central but obscure notion, which 
Novalis here places at the apex of his theory of the faculties. 

According to the third thesis, poetry is supposed to replace philosophy. 
This conception comes in every time Novalis puts the question of the rela- 
tion between poetry and philosophy into a directly eschatological perspec- 
tive: “The poet concludes the movement, just as he begins it. Whereas 
philosophy merely orders everything, posits everything, the poet undoes 
all the bonds. His words are not general signs—they are sounds—magical 
words that move beautiful groups around them.”33 Sometimes the thesis is 
formulated more vaguely and more mundanely (so to speak): “It will be a 
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beautiful epoch when one will no longer read anything but beautiful com- 
positions—literary works of art. All the other books are only means and 
they fall into oblivion as soon as they cease to fulfill their function prop- 
erly—and that cannot fail to be soon. "a This beautiful epoch will obvi- 
ously be that of completed knowledge, since it is only then that one will be 
able to get along entirely without books functioning as means (to attain 
knowledge). In another passage, repeating a passage from Schlegel,35 he 
opposes, in fidelity to the tradition of the romantic philosophy of nature, 
three ontological domains: that of life, qualified as vegetable and chemi- 
cal, that of thought, qualified as mineral and mechanical, and that of po- 
etry, qualified as animal and organic.3° Of course, animality and organ- 
icity are hierarchically primary in relation to the four other terms, and this 
grounds the superiority of poetry. 

The differences among these three theses are in some ways minor, since 
they all amount to acknowledging the superiority of poetry. The hesitation 
concerns solely the question as to how the poeticizing of philosophy and 
the sciences will be achieved: must philosophy raise itself up to the level of 
poetry, must it on the contrary form a synthesis with poetry to arrive at a 
poetic philosophy (or a philosophical poetry), or must it be transcended 
(and incorporated) by poetry alone? The hesitation seems to me to reveal 
the difficulties romanticism encounters when it tries to maintain a distinc- 
tion between poetry and philosophy. For if poetry is the presentation of 
philosophy, it is both poetry and philosophy, and it is hard to see how one 
can maintain a genuine distinction between them. 

In any case, to legitimate the preference accorded poetry, Novalis 
clearly has to show that it is capable of presenting the hen kai pan (the 
One and All) that escapes philosophy. Poetry must therefore not only be 
defined as ontological knowledge, but also, in some way or other, endowed 
with characteristics permitting it to be contrasted with philosophic dis- 
course, in spite of the fact that their content is identical. 

Why then is the One and All accessible solely to poetry, why must phi- 
losophy be poeticized? Novalis replies to these questions in a famous 
fragment: 


The disposition (Sinn) for poetry has much in common with the disposition 
for mysticism. It is a disposition oriented toward the particular, personal, 
unknown, mysterious, toward what is to be revealed, toward the necessary- 
contingent (Notwendigzufallige). It presents the unpresentable (Er stellt das 
Undarstellbare dar). It sees the invisible, senses the nonsensuous, etc. . . . 
The poet is out of his senses (sinnberaubt) in the true meaning of the term— 
that is why everything comes together in him. He represents the subject- 
object—the soul and the world—in the most literal sense of the term. Whence 
the infinite character of a good poem, its eternity. The disposition for poetry 
is closely related to the prophetic and religious disposition, to the visionary 
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sense (Sehersinn). The poet orders, fuses, selects, invents—without under- 
standing himself why he acts in this way rather than in another.37 


At first glance this fragment may well seem obscure, and one might be 
tempted to see in it a characterization of poetry that is itself “poetic,” an 
allusive, indirect, and paradoxical approach to something that is supposed 
to elude any conceptual determination and to be on the order of an ineffa- 
ble mystery. But in light of the philosophical notes we have presented, the 
fog dissipates, and a more “technical” reading becomes possible. In fact, 
the fragment has two sides. One side refers to the object of poetic presenta- 
tion: the unpresentable, the invisible, the nonsensuous, the necessary- 
contingent, are so many negative or paradoxical characterizations refer- 
ring to the hen kai pan (the One and All) as its stamp is projected by 
Novalis’s worldview. The other side concerns the conditions that make it 
possible for poetry to present this totality. Two conditions can be distin- 
guished. First of all, poetry is a sensuous presentation: it makes us see the 
invisible, it makes us perceive the nonsensuous. To refer to sensuous pres- 
entation is to refer to a particular, concrete presentation: it presents the 
universal in the particular, in the personal, and thus also the necessary in 
the contingent. Secondly, poetry is a “pure” presentation, that is, freed 
from a re-presentative bond: whereas re-presentation is linked to the dual- 
ity of subject and object, poetic presentation is situated at the point where 
they converge, where they fuse and meld into absolute unity. In other 
words, if the poet can present the One and All, it is because he himself has 
already attained it, in the sense that he is outside his empirical ego (that is, 
of the subject to which an object is opposed), in the essential interiority 
from which both subjective interiority and the exteriority of objective real- 
ity proceed. The poet, like the mystic, sees the universe in God: poetry is 
“the self-consciousness of the universe. "2 

This definition of poetry is intimately connected with a theory of the 
productive imagination: “The imagination is that marvelous sense that 
can replace all the other senses—and which is already largely in our 
power. Whereas the external senses seem entirely subject to mechanical 
laws, the imagination does not seem to be bound to presence and to the 
contact with external stimuli.”39 In another passage Novalis gives the 
imagination the task of realizing the synthesis of the internal sense and the 
external senses. “The imagination must become both a direct (external) 
sense and an indirect (internal) sense. The indirect sense must become a 
direct and self-acting—living—sense; at the same time the direct sense 
must become an indirect and self-active sense.”4° If the imagination can 
replace all the senses, if it can and must become both an internal sense and 
an external sense, this means that it does away with all exteriority and all 
alterity: it is self-acting, drawing its figures from its own resources, creat- 
ing its objects through its presentative work. 
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A comparison of this theory with Kant’s theory of the productive imag- 
ination reveals the abyss separating his critical philosophy from the specu- 
lative theory of Art. Let us first recall that Kant distinguishes between the 
reproductive imagination and the productive imagination;4! Novalis is in- 
terested only in the productive imagination. Moreover, he assimilates the 
latter to fantasy (Fantasie): “A pure thought—a pure image—a pure sen- 
sation are thoughts, images, sensations that have not been elicited by a 
corresponding object, but rather arise outside so-called mechanical laws— 
outside the sphere of mechanism. Fantasy is such an extra-mechanical 
force (magic or syntheticism of fantasy. Philosophy appears here entirely 
as magic idealism).”4” Here we are very far from Kant, as the reference to 
magic idealism shows. Let us briefly recall Kant’s theory. He distinguishes 
two forms of the produktive Kinbildungskraft: the empirical productive 
imagination, which brings together in images (Bilder) the manifold of our 
intuitions,*3 and the pure a priori productive imagination, which he iden- 
tifies with the faculty of schematism, that is, with the faculty through 
which intuitions can be subsumed under concepts. The empirical imagi- 
nation presupposes the pure imagination, that is, the faculty of images can 
be put into operation only insofar as it is guided by the schematism of 
concepts. This schematism, by virtue of which the sensibility harmonizes 
with the understanding, is only very imprecisely defined by Kant: neither 
concept nor image, it is the “representation of a universal procedure of 
imagination in providing an image for a concept. "at The central feature of 
this conception has been strongly emphasized by Heidegger.45 He points 
out that in Kantian criticism, the faculty of productive imagination is the 
place where the finitude of human knowledge is anchored: in fact, to cease 
to be empty and to be endowed with denotation (Bedeutung) ,*° concepts 
must pass through the schemata; their scope is thus limited to the domain 
of what is given in sense experience. This means that the productive imag- 
ination, although it proceeds in accord with its own a priori determina- 
tions, is pertinent only insofar as it is applied to intuitions that are given 
to it (whether sensuous or pure). To be sure, it is distinguished from repro- 
ductive imagination in that it can freely invent the form of its object, but 
at the same time Kant maintains—if we except an ambiguous passage in 
the Critique of Judgment analyzed in the preceding chapter+7—that it is 
“not capable of producing a sensuous representation that has never been 
previously given to our sensuous faculty, [that] the matter that refers to 
the latter can always be located.”4 

In Novalis, on the contrary, and in romanticism generally, the produc- 
tive imagination is truly creative from the ontic point of view. It is the 
place where the autonomy and at the same time the infinitude of the sub- 
ject are realized, the place where all exteriority is abolished; through the 
imagination, contrary to what happens in the other senses, it is the subject 
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that “informs” the external world. Magic idealism, another name for the 
“active empiricism” called for by Novalis, is nothing other than putting to 
work the productive imagination as an autonomous creative faculty that 
draws the world from its own fund of resources and sets it in front of itself. 
The object is no longer dependent on the stimulus of the senses. but be- 
comes an autonomous project of the productive imagination. The latter is 
thus truly the secret center of romantic ontology: what is, exists by virtue 
of the creative imagination. It is in this sense that the universe is a poem. 
and it is also in this sense that the productive imagination creates poetic 
philosophy, philosophical poetry, the utopian horizon of Novalis’s poetics. 

This theory of the imagination is obviously continued in the theory of 
poetic language. The claim that poetry is realized in a specific language. 
whose signs are motivated, and which is thus opposed to the arbitrary 
language of everyday communication.?9 is incontestably one of the roman- 
tic theses most firmly anchored in our current poetological assumptions. It 
has been analyzed in detail by Tzvetan Todoroy.5° and Į mention it here 
only to indicate its close relationships with the theory of the imagination 
and more broadly with the romantic worldview. 

It goes without saying that the very idea of a specific poetic language 
finds its justification in the claim that poetry is supposed to reveal truths 
inaccessible to nonpoetic discursivity. In this seuse it is inseparable from 
the definition of poetry given by romanticism, and this definition in turn 
cannot be separated from the general ontology in which it is inserted. since 
it is only within this ontology that it deploys its pertinence. Todorov has 
shown that from the point of view of the theory of the motivation of lin- 
guistic signs that it presupposes. this ontology develops along two axes. 
They in turn give rise to two subtheories, the theory of vertical motivation 
(a theory of the poetic image and of sound symbolisin) and the theory of 
horizontal motivation (a theory of the syntagmatic motivation of signifiers 
that are supposed to form a network of meaning that is purely autotelic 
without any referential bearing).5' To this “linguistic” definition corre- 
sponds a philosophical distinction that coincides with the two possible 
readings of the productive imagination. In the latter (as it is seen by the 
romantics), one can in fact choose to privilege either its figurative function 
(the schematism) and its position intermediary between the sensibility and 
the intellect, or its autonomy with regard to any exteriority and its abso- 
lute creativity. In the first case one will tend to consider poetic language in 
its symbolic function, whereas in the second case one will insist more on 
the autotelic organization of the linguistic material. The theory of poetic 
language will thus be either a theory of the poetic image or a theory of 
poetic structure: it is clear that the two theories, though often defended 
together, are logically independent. 

It may be observed that the choice of the theory that will be privileged 
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corresponds to different orientations of the underlying worldview. To 
speak only of Novalis, when we study the fragments that deal with his 
worldview we find that he oscillates between Spinozism and Neoplaton- 
ism. There seem in fact to be elective affinities between the theory of the 
symbol and Neoplatonism on one hand, and the theory of structural au- 
totelism and Spinozism on the other. Thus, like Neoplatonism, the theory 
of the symbol postulates a hierarchical relationship between the intelligi- 
ble and the sensuous, a relationship in which the former is the paradigm 
of the latter; at the bottom of every theory of the symbol is found the idea 
of an inadequation that the symbol abolishes by spiritualizing it.5? If 
moreover the intelligible world is identified with the universal and the 
sensuous world with the realm of the particular, then one can define the 
symbol as the unity of the universal and the particular, and thus return to 
the thesis of the imaginative character and median position of the produc- 
tive imagination, which is supposed to unite universality and particular- 
ity. Conversely, the theory of structural autotelism, since it remains in- 
scribed within a gnoseological conception of poetry (and we shall see that 
this is the case in Novalis), is more in accord with a Spinozist worldview 
that postulates a strict homology between the sensuous and the intelligi- 
ble. This Spinozist view poses problems when one tries to defend a theory 
of the symbol: if there is an absolute parallelism between the sensuous and 
the intelligible, the latter can just as well be described as a symbol of the 
former; thus the symbolic function loses its status as the sublation of the 
sensuous into the intelligible and thereby loses its ascensional dynamics. 
Neoplatonism, for its part, is scarcely in harmony with the thesis of a 
structural parallelism grounding the theory of horizontal motivation; if 
there is a structural parallelism, the sensuous is no longer simply a degen- 
erate form of the intelligible, nor, as Novalis and Schlegel maintain, a 
simple illusion on the part of the empirical ego. More generally, we can say 
that romanticism’s hesitation between Neoplatonism and Spinozisin, and 
that between the theory of the symbol and the theory of structural au- 
totelism, manifest the same fundamental tension that results from the joint 
assertion of a convenient ontological dualism—which splits experience 
into an essential domain and a domain of empty appearances—and of an 
irrepressible monistic requirement that cannot accept the slightest residue 
of unmasterable reality, even if it is reduced to the status of an empirical 
illusion. In any case, in conformity with the hesitation in his worldview, 
Novalis defends alternately the two variants of the theory of poetic lan- 
guage, or rather he sketches them out, since one cannot truly say that he 
develops them in a detailed manner. 

Let us begin with the theory of the symbol. We know how brilliantly it 
is defended by Goethe, the Schlegel brothers, and Schelling.53 One would 


seek in vain an equally coherent body of doctrine in Novalis, even though 
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he has at his disposal all the conceptual elements that would allow him to 
develop it, among them the distinction between the sensuous and the intel- 
ligible or between the material world and the spiritual world, as well as the 
notions of figuration and image. That said, in an important fragment he 
develops the theory of the symbol at least implicitly, since the idea of a 
synthesis between the figure and the meaning to which it refers corre- 
sponds quite precisely to the definition of the symbol found in other au- 
thors: “Words and figures are mutually determined through a continual 
exchange—words that one can hear and see are in reality word-figures 
(Wortfiguren). The word-figures are the ideal figures of the other figures. 
—All figures, etc., must become word-figures or linguistic figures ( Wort- 
oder Sprachfiguren).—Similarly figure-words (/igurenworte)—interior 
images, etc., are the ideal words of the other thoughts or words—in the 
sense that all must become internal images. The fantasy that forms figure- 
words can thus be described as genius in the true sense of the term. We 
shall have reached the golden age when all words will be figure-words— 
myths—and all figures will be word-figures—hieroglyphs—and we shall 
learn to utter and write figures, to make words graphic and musical.” 5 

This unity of figuration and meaning realized through the reciprocal 
interpenetration of the world of figures and the verbal world corresponds 
very well to the definition of the symbol. But Novalis’s fragment is still 
interesting in that it shows that the domain of the symbol is not limited to 
poetry: it also includes the arts of (graphic) figuration. We must empha- 
size this aspect of the theory of the symbol, since it opens the way to the 
systems of Art. To the extent that the symbol is the work of the productive 
imagination it is situated in the privileged place where the universal and 
the particular, the intelligible and the sensuous, but also the formal and 
the material, the meaning and the figure, are represented in each other. If 
the verbal symbol represents the figure in the verbal world, the figurative 
symbol in turn represents the meaning in the figurative domain.5> This 
mutual reflection, this exchange of essence between the domain of the fig- 
urative and the domain of the conceptual, makes possible the systematic 
unity of Art. 

Nonetheless, it will be noted that what is lacking in Novalis’s conception 
of the symbol is the reference to a transcendence. This is no accident: 
Novalis, contrary to the later romantic doxa, seeins always to have been 
reticent about seeing art as mobilizing two different orders of reality. As a 
consequence, he finds himself obliged to reject a central aspect of the the- 
ory of the symbol, namely the idea of a relationship between two funda- 
mentally different orders of reality. For Novalis, the symbol represents 
only itself: “Image—not allegory—not symbol of something else (eines 
Fremden)—symbol of itself.”5° The poetic creator does not put the sensu- 
ous world in relation with its spiritual foundation, he creates a divine 
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world. An absolutely free, absolutely autotelic creation, without any rela- 
tion to any exteriority whatever. 

Novalis thus inexorably moves from the theory of the symbol towards 
the theory of poetic autotelism. The poet’s task is not to translate the mys- 
tery of being into symbolic figures, but to immerse himself in that being, 
that is, to allow it to express itself in accord with its own inner nature. Now 
being is the same everywhere, it is in everything; the poet must thus allow 
himself to be borne by poetic language itself, to make the being that he is 
resonate in himself. The poetic autotelism postulated by Novalis cannot be 
interpreted as an emancipation of poetry from semantic and hermeneutic 
constraints in favor of an autonomous play of sounds and rhythms, with 
meaning being reduced to the totality of the fortuitous semantic associa- 
tions evoked by a purely formal concatenation. To be sure, poetic lan- 
guage is indeed defined as totally self-sufficient and autotelic,57 but that is 
in no way opposed to its capacity for ontological revelation. ‘The theory of 
poetic autotelism is inserted into a worldview that postulates a structural 
parallelism between the organization of the real and the organization of 
language, and thus conceives the capacity for ontological revelation as an 
auto-revelation directly connected with autotelism. The idea that the poet 
speaks under the constraint of language does not refer to some purely 
formal definition of poetry; the poet is a vates, a prophet, and language, by 
revealing itself through his voice, reveals in that very way the profound 
reality of things. 

It is hardly surprising that it is ultimately a gnoseological question that 
is at the heart of Novalis’s theory of poetry. That is only the logical conse- 
quence of the postulate according to which poetic discourse presents the 
inexpressible content of philosophy, that is, fundamental ontological 
knowledge. Whence as well the necessity of a language that is specific to it; 
whether it is in the form of symbolic coalescence or in that of structural 
parallelism, poetic language can present the inexpressible only because it 
is essentially distinct from rational or “everyday” discursivity. It leaves 
behind the paths of universalizing abstraction as well as those of referen- 
tiality, turning toward a revelation of the universal in the particular, of the 
other in the same. 


QUESTIONS 


When we try to situate Novalis’s sacralization of poetry (conceived as a 
synecdoche of the sacralization of Art) within the overall framework of the 
history of ideas, we can scarcely fail to be struck by its “restorative” char- 
acter (whether we see in this a salutary move or a regression is of little 
importance here). It runs counter to the general movement of ideas in the 
West, which has been characterized since the Renaissance by an increas- 
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ingly extensive desacralization of life and of the world. In fact, the idea of 
romanticism does not consist solely in a sacralization of Art, but more 
generally—and through this sacralization of Art—in a resacralization of 
Being, of life, of the universe. This being the case, one of the most fascinat- 
ing aspects of the speculative theory of Art consists in its capacity to sur- 
vive the abandonment of romantic onto-theology. and thus to continue to 
develop itself even in the absence of the theological roots that alone 
seemed able to endow it with a certain plausibility. It is astounding to see 
Nietzsche. who was nonetheless skeptical with regard to every kind of 
“world beyond,” or Heidegger. the thinker of man’s finitude. adopting the 
central theorems of a conception of Art that could have meaning only 
within a positively theological view of Being. 

The survival of the speculative theory of Art within the philosophical 
tradition is, in reality, less paradoxical than it appears if we take into 
account a second aspect I have already emphasized: independently of its 
theologico-metaphysical foundation, the speculative theory has a specific 
structural function within a philosophic strategy.5° In fact, it makes Art 
the Other of philosophy, the place where it reflects itself, seeking its can- 
onic reality, the promise of its future fulfillment, its inadequate figuration, 
or its dialogic partner. Thus, even though the worldview that gave rise to 
the speculative theory of Art is frayed (in Hegel) and then collapses (in 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche), the ontological function of Art can remain 
intact: the presentation of absolute spirit. the presentation of the Idea in 
phenomena, the figuration of life, the “utterance” of Being. 

The survival of the sacralization of art outside the philosophical tradi- 
tion, in the art world, is hardly more surprising. In a certain way, the 
“forgetting” of its onto-theological foundation, far from undermining the 
sacralization of Art, only exacerbates it so long as the fundamental moti- 
vation, which is none other than the urgent need for a compensation with 
regard to a reality experienced as degenerate. continues to be present. 


Nietzsche says very rightly that hunger does not demonstrate that a nutri- 
ment capable of satisfying it exists, but only that it wants that nutriment. 

In fact. this compensatory function with which Art (in the shape of 
poetry) is invested by the romantics, and after them by the whole tradition 
of the speculative theory, is multiple. In the first place it has to counterbal- 
ance scientific knowledge’s “disenchanting” invasion of modern culture: 
we have seen this in Novalis’s demand for a mystification of the sciences. 
It is found in all the thinkers of the theory of Art: objective idealism, 
Nietzschean vitalism, and Heideggerian existentialism all explicitly op- 
pose themselves to scientific discourse and try to devalorize it. But the 
compensation also has to do with everyday. social, historical reality, and 
indeed with reality as such. For Novalis, poetry has to “romanticize” life. 
for Hegel, Art is supposed to realize the sublation of empirical being in the 
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Ideal, for the young Nietzsche, a reader of Schopenhauer, Art rends the 
veil of maya and frees us from the tyranny of the Will, and for Heidegger 
poetry pushes us outside our inauthentic Dasein toward listening to the 
“utterance” of Being. What unifies all these thinkers, beyond their unde- 
niable differences, is always a kind of nostalgia for an “authentic,” nonde- 
sacralized life. 

There is hardly any doubt that this compensatory function accorded to 
Art must have corresponded to a deep need felt by part of the intellectual 
and artistic elite in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And certainly 
the persistence of this need has produced the historical success of romanti- 
cism and more generally of the speculative theory of Art. For analyzed 
dispassionately, this theory is founded on theses that are at the very least 
disputable. The opposition between Art (which is truth) and lived reality 
(which is beyond truth), between a transcendent artistic knowledge and 
purely phenomenal scientific knowledge, and more generally the assertion 
of the existence of a domain of truth more fundamental than that of our 
intramundane truths, and reserved for Art—all these theses are plausible 
only if it is granted that beyond our world there exists another, truer 
world, and that we are capable of acceding to this world by transcending 
our intramundane nature. That is indeed what the theological ontology of 
romanticism asserts. It is therefore impossible to accede to Art without 
placing oneself within this theological worldview. But it hardly seems rea- 
sonable to require such a fundamental commitment as the condition of the 
possibility of an understanding of artistic phenomena. 

To be sure, the sacralization, if not of Art, at least of poetry, is not a 
romantic invention. The figure of the poet as an interpreter of the mantic 
voice, as a prophet or vates, and thus as an intermediary between the 
divine word and humans, is already found in certain Greek and Latin 
authors, beginning with Pindar, Democritus, and Plato.59 It was moreover 
to be adopted by early Christianity, the topos of the invocation of the 
Muses being replaced by an invocation of God: in this form, the thesis of 
the mediating function of poetry occasionally emerges in the Middle 
Ages DC As for the Renaissance, it is well known how powerfully it reacti- 
vates the ancient figure of the poet inspired by the Muses. 

These facts are incontestable, but it is important to clarify their signifi- 
cance and to situate them in their context. The originality of the romantic 
position comes out all the more clearly. We must first note that during 
antiquity and the Middle Ages, and in fact right up to the romantic revolu- 
tion, the theory of poetry as inspiration was never able to establish itself in 
competition with the largely dominant rhetorical and mimetic concep- 
tions. Moreover, regarding the interpretation of the Greek sources of the 
theory of divine possession or of the status of interpreter of the divine word 
conferred on the poet, we must not forget that originally, at least in part, 
Greek poetry actually had a religious and ritual function. The invocation 


SPECULATIVE THEORY OF ART 93 


to the Muses, in those cases when it still has a genuine pragmatic-ritual 
function, it is only a particular case of the general practice of invoking 
adjunct spirits, that is, it is in no way peculiar to the poet’s activity. An- 
other observation: if the figure of the poet as spokesman for God is | 
adopted in the first centuries of the Christian era, that is because the situa- 
tion is, mutatis mutandis, similar to the one that doubtless existed in ar- 
chaic Greece. The invocation addressed to God and the affirmation of the 
inspired nature of poetry are explicitly and exclusively applied to a relig- 
ious poetry in the service of the new faith. This use of invocational formu- 
las therefore cannot be couflated with their adoption outside ritual con- 
texts, or in periods in which art no longer has a ritual function; in such 
cases, it is generally explained by their rhetorical and ludic function. The 
same can certainly be said of the Roman poets of the Augustan age, for 
instance, who use and abuse the invocatio as a rhetorical topos. Similarly, 
when the poets of the Renaissance or the neoclassical age invoke the an- 
cient gods, no one is taken in by this; we rightly consider these invocations 
as part of a literary game. The same attitude should be adopted with re- 
gard to many texts from these periods that present the poet as a mediator 
between the divine and human orders. 

The romantic idea according to which the poet’s work is a sort of quasi- 
ontic creation is not absolutely new, either. It is nonetheless revealing that 
we find hardly any traces of it in classical antiquity. There are at least two 
reasons for this. The first is of an aesthetic order: the theory of mimesis 
precludes any idea of a poetic creation that would be a kind of ontic crea- 
tion. To be sure, in the Phaedo Plato uses the verb poiein to describe the 
activity of the poet, but he does so in referring to his “fiction-making” 
ability. In other words, the poet is indeed a creator in the sense of an 
inventor of fictitious stories, but not in the sense in which he brings into 
being a new ontic reality. More generally, we must remember that Plato 
always associates mimesis with the simulacrum, and even with lies; he can 
therefore hardly see in the poet the revealer of an ontological truth. lt is 
true that in the Republic Plato credits certain painters with “proceeding in 
accord with the truth,”® But this conception remains internal to the mi- 
metic model: these painters are still imitators, even if they imitate su- 
persensuous paradigms—that is, the ultimate ontological determinants— 
rather than simple appearances. They do not accede to any privileged 
knowledge through their art; they merely act as every just man ought to 
act, that is, in accord with the Ideas and not in accord with phenomenal 
reality. The interest of this passage in the Republic lies elsewhere: in it, 
Plato adopts an attitude more favorable than his usual one with regard to 
mimesis, the attitude that Aristotle later adopted. But for all that, mimesis 
cannot be an ontological revelation; the latter remains the prerogative of 
philosophy. 


Much has been made of Aristotle’s decision to elevate poetry over his- 
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tory: poetry arrives at general propositions, whereas history gives rise only 
to particular propositions. But he explains that the general propositions in 
question refer to the “type of thing that a certain type of man plausibly or 
necessarily does or says,”°? that is, they establish what might be called 
a logic and a pragmatics of human acts. There is no reference to a meta- 
physical knowledge inaccessible otherwise than through poetry. For 
Aristotle, as for Plato, the poet remains a creator of stories, that is, a crea- 
tor of simulations (kata mimesin).®3 

The second reason that antiquity does not conceive the poet as a creator 
in the ontic domain is connected with the dominant cosmology: a concep- 
tion of poetry as being a kind of absolute creation is possible only on the 
condition that the idea of a creation ex nihilo is accepted as such. But this 
kind of conception is foreign to the Greek and Latin question, which in 
general starts from the principle of a demiurgic creation taking place on 
the basis of a preexisting chaos. The idea of an absolute creation is a 
Christian idea; it is therefore solely on its terrain that the thesis of an 
absolute “poetic making” and a parallel between the divine creator and 
the poet could arise.°4 

Another characteristic of the romantic revolution, traces of which are 
already found in earlier traditions is the rivalry between philosophical and 
poetic discourse. Here again one can go back to Plato, who recalls in the 
Republic that there is an “old quarrel” between poetry and philosophy.® 
This quarrel is intimately connected with the question of the relations be- 
tween philosophy and rhetoric, whose first echoes go back, again, to Plato, 
and we find it later on in Cicero and Quintilian. But more disturbing is the 
extraordinary—though not dominant—movement to promote poetry at 
philosophy’s expense that took place in the high Middle Ages. I shall limit 
myself solely to the example of poetry in Lan. pp In the first place, it seems 
that it was only in the high Middle Ages that the verbs poetari and poetare 
began to be used to designate the poet’s activity, whereas before more 
technical terms such as canere, fingere, and dictare had been used. This 
was also the period in which more and more poets began to sign their 
works, and in which some “modern” poets made their entry into the canon 
of rhetorical instruction alongside ancient authors. At the same time, po- 
etic activity was commonly conceived as involving knowledge; some poets 
held that the content of poetry embraced the whole domain of the septem 
artes. This obviously recalls Novalis’s project of a poetic encyclopedia. 
Finally, the doctrine of allegoresis, up to that point reserved for sacred 
literature, makes its entry into the domain of profane poetry. It was in this 
climate that some writers began to identify the poet with the philosopher; 
we find this attitude particularly, and this is no doubt not accidental, in 
the defenders of the philosophical-theological epic, a genre tradition that 
culminated, once it passed into the vulgar languages, in the Divine Com- 
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edy. Thus Albertino Mussato (end of the thirteenth century to the begin- 
ning of the fourteenth century) maintains that poetry has a divine origin 
and possesses a theological function. The same idea is found in Petrarch 
and Boccaccio.®7 Others go still further, claiming that poetry has the right 
to the supreme honor. That is the case in Henry of Avranches. He starts 
out from the idea that creation is diversified into three domains: intellect, 
things, and words. Their masters are respectively God, the emperor, and 
the poet. The latter is an absolute creator in the verbal order in the same 
way that God is an absolute creator in the domain of the intellect or the 
emperor in the domain of earthly things. The revealing absence of the 
theologian should be noted. Henry of Avranches adds that metrical dis- 
course, hence the poet’s discourse, is a divine manner of speech (species 
divina loquendi), since it is used by God in the Ten Commandments and 
by the prophets.°® Naturally, philosophers didn’t see things this way. Thus 
Michael of Cornwall sharply replies to Henry, accusing him of knowing 
only about grammar and being totally ignorant of the natural sciences and 
logic.°9 The famous quarrel between the school of Orleans, defending po- 
etry, and the school of Paris, defending philosophical orthodoxy, takes 
place within the same framework: Henry of Andeli’s La bataille des VII ars 
bears eloquent witness to the virulence of the dispute. Even if it is not easy 
to decide what in these assertions is simply on the order of a fopos,7° one 
can hardly fail to see in this quarrel parallels with the rivalry between the 
romanticism of Jena and the Hegelian project of an absolute philosophical 
science; we know that Hegel treated Friedrich Schlegel anything but gen- 
tly. But neither must we forget a fundamental difference between the two 
situations: whereas the poets of the high Middle Ages opposed Scholastic 
philosophy from the outside, the romantic revolution was in fact, as our 
analysis of Novalis’s texts has shown, an event that took place essentially 
within philosophy. 

The romantic conception of poetry is thus connected with a venerable 
tradition that is, to be sure, marginal, but whose very existence shows us 
that the exaltation of poetry (and by extension, art) cannot be reduced to 
the strategy of a speculative theory; no doubt it also corresponds to a basic 
psychological conviction bound up with the very specificity of aesthetic 
experience. The speculative theory itself draws part of its persuasive force 
from this conviction, that is, it incontestably contains a certain psycholog- 
ical truth. But the romantic revolution confers a new, fundamental mean- 
ing on this exaltation of poetry. First, it puts it into a perspective entirely 
dominated by a theological ontology whose presentation is required even 
though it is declared to be impossible within philosophical discursivity; in 
this sense it is also a response to a philosophical crisis, which is not the case 
in the Middle Ages. Second, the sacralization of poetry, its definition as 
species divina loquendt, is put forth in a historical context that is itself 
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largely desacralized, and this completely changes its significance and in 
particular prevents it from being referred to an institutionally theological 
or liturgical function (if we except Novalis’s Spiritual Songs, which are an 
integral part of Lutheran sacred music). We find again here what seems to 
me the fundamental characteristic of the romantic sacralization of poetry: 
it fulfills a compensatory function in connection with the crisis in the 
worldview—and particularly in dogmatic theology and metaphysics— 
brought on by the Enlightenment. This function is absent among the ear- 
lier defenders of poetry, for example those of the Latin Middle Ages (for 
whom it was indeed a matter of elevating themselves to the same level as 
that occupied by philosophy in the hierarchy of the seven arts, but within 
the framework of a theological worldview that is never challenged). It is 
moreover symptomatic that when Friedrich Schlegel was converted to the 
militant Catholicism of the Restoration, he abandoned his conception of 
universal poetry as the fundamental theological-metaphysical activity: as 
soon as revealed religion once again provided the basic hermeneutic 
framework, aesthetic religion faded away. 


The History of Literature as a Speculative Project 
(Friedrich Schlegel) 


If Novalis’s sacralization of poetry is at the same time the paradigm and 
the initial phase of the tradition of the sacralization of Art, the romantic 
theory of Literature constitutes the initial step in the construction of a 
speculative theory of the arts. Historicism requires that this theory be a 
history of Literature;7' its goal will be to legitimate the sacralization of 
poetry by constructing a historical concept of Literature as the temporal 
deployment of its philosophical mission. 

The genesis of the history of Literature is linked to the two Schlegel 
brothers. [ shall limit my analysis, however, to Friedrich’s texts. ‘This 
bracketing of August-Wilhelm’s writings—which would be inexcusable if 
my goal were to write a detailed history of romantic literary criticism— 
seems to me justified here insofar as I shall analyze not so much the con- 
crete results of romantic philological labors as the overall theoretical 
framework within which they reside. Of the two brothers, it is incontesta- 
bly Friedrich who is the more interested in the theoretical problems posed 
by a determination of the essence of Literature. 

The theoretical framework of the history of Literature introduces not 
only a new conception of the historicity of literary facts but also, and more 
fundamentally, a new definition of their theoretical accessibility. History 
ceases to be one of the dimensions of the literary fact, and becomes the 
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place where Literature can be grasped in its essence. This conception mo- 
bilizes four main postulates: essentialism, nomologism, organicism, and 
historicism. The first three are all presuppositions of the fourth, which 
constitutes the heart of romantic historiography and, insofar as our prob- 
lem is concerned, of the speculative theory of literature. It is moreover 
inseparable from two remarkable particularities: (1) the transformation of 
the venerable Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns into an ontological 
opposition between antiquity and the modern age, and (2) the genesis of 
a theory of literary genres conceived as the self-presentation of Literature 
in its organic unity. I shall discuss each of these aspects separately, even 
though they are closely connected in Schlegel’s theory. 


HistorIcisM 


What does “historicism” mean here? I mention first a banal point: not all 
historical thought is historicist. The Enlightenment, for instance, con- 
ceived the function of history very differently than does historicism; for 
historians such as Hume or Robertson, history was not the unfolding of a 
transcendent essence in human empiricity, but was constituted in and by 
the actions of human beings and their interactions with the physical envi- 
ronment. To study history was not to open the book of an ineluctable des- 
tiny, but to have access to a store of experiences, successful or unsuccessful, 
good or bad, some avoidable, some not, that might be capable of guiding 
us. To this pragmatic conception of historiography, historicism opposes not 
only the postulate of a historical determinism, but also, more fundamen- 
tally, that of a historical causality transcending human behavior or physi- 
cal factors.7? Let us add that rejecting historicism does not mean denying 
the intervention of laws in history, but only rejecting the thesis that there 
are laws of history, that is, laws that are specifically historical.73 

The idea that there are specifically historical laws is doubtless based on 
a confused idea of what a (natural) law is. Thus Karl Popper maintains 
that historicism confuses the explication of particular facts with the estab- 
lishment of laws, insofar as it claims to explain the “necessity” of particu- 
lar facts by deducing them from Joes "3 A natural law always takes the 
form of a conditional proposition; it predicts that if x occurs, y will also 
occur. It therefore postulates a correlation between two events or two se- 
ries of events, but it does not include any assertion concerning the exis- 
tence of a particular x; it does not say that y must absolutely take place. 
Now, it is that kind of prediction that a historical “law” would have to 
provide, since historicism claims that the factual evolution of history is the 
result of a necessary process. Naturally, laws in accord with Popper’s 
model may act as causal factors in the occurrence of a given historical 
event; for example, the laws of econometrics predict that a disequilibrium 
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between supply and demand will produce specific effects on the equilib- 
rium of any economic system. Such laws thus permit us to determine cer- 
tain causal factors involved in the genesis of an economic crisis. But they 
do not “determine” that crisis, since the excess of supply over demand acts 
in conjunction with other factors, most of which are contingent. Among 
these factors that intervene to reinforce or counter the effects predicted by 
the law of econometrics, there is moreover the very specific factor consti- 
tuted by our knowledge of the law, a knowledge that allows us (at least 
within certain limits) to influence the consequences by acting on the 
causes. 

We could add to this another argument of Kantian origin. Historicism 
claims to be a causal explication of history conceived as a totality. Accord- 
ing to Kant, asking the question of causality at the level of a totality makes 
no sense at all. The category of causality functions only at the level of the 
phenomena belonging to a given domain, not at the level of this domain as 
completed totality.75 Thus one might say that historicism mistakes the do- 
main of the law of causality’s applicability: that is no doubt why German 
idealism distinguishes between mechanical causality, the Ursache, to 
which the Kantian verdict applies, and the metaphysical foundation, the 
Grund, which can be postulated at the level of the totality. But this solu- 
tion implies recourse to a transcendent causality, a concept that, from a 
Kantian point of view, is self-contradictory. 

This transcendent causality,” which is capable of “overdetermining” 
empirically accessible causalities, is in fact of a teleological kind; the so- 
called historical laws come down to the postulation of a final principle 
conceived as the Grund of history. This principle may be the idea of pro- 
gress, or that of a Fall (Sundenfall), or that of a cyclical movement.” 
Moreover, the historicist construction of history is almost always domi- 
nated by an eschatology, that is, it “predicts” history’s convergence to- 
ward a particular event that will complete it (it matters little whether this 
completion is supposed to occur after a finite or infinite length of time). 
This event is a particular event not only because it is defined by its peculiar 
quality (as are all historical events), but also, in the strong sense of the 
term, because while it is the ultimate effect of the teleological principle, it 
is itself no longer subject to this principle. In this way as well, historicist 
predictions differ from scientific predictions: the latter can no doubt pre- 
dict particular events, but not singular or grounded events, in the strong 
sense of the term. When it is predicted that the sun will one day burn out, 
this prediction concerns a future event that is certainly particular, but it is 
not singular in the sense that it is grounded in an irreducible specificity of 
the sun; the laws on which it is based are constant and universal physical 
laws that are valid for every heavenly body and will continue to be valid 
after the extinction of the sun 22 In reality historicist determinism, in its 
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attempts at prediction, is circular: it reads the past in the light of a postu- 
lated future, whereas the latter itself is “fore-told” on the basis of this past. 

Another problematic aspect of historicism is the objectivist illusion it 
cultivates. Voltaire and the English empirical historians of the eighteenth 
century had a naive conception of historical fact, since they tended to con- 
sider it as a brute given. But contrary to appearances, historicism does not 
in any way surmount this naive view. It is simply that the objective grasp 
of the facts, which the empiricists thought possible through empirical in- 
duction, is sought by historicism either through a deductive procedure 
anchoring facts in some more general ontological principle, or through an 
intellectual intuition acceding directly to the essence of a given historical 
phenomenon. It is interesting to note that in 1857 the great historian J. G. 
Droysen (who was, however, influenced by Hegel) criticized this illusion of 
the transparency of historical knowledge. He maintained in particular 
that there is always an insurmountable difference between the (postu- 
lated) past reality and historical knowledge concerning this reality.79 To 
explain a historical fact is first of all to situate it. It can be situated, how- 
ever, only in relation to a later point from which it is observed. Historical 
statements thus amount to descriptions that could not have been those of 
a witness of these events;®° the “fact” is inseparable from the knowledge 
concerning it. Historicism implicitly acknowledges the existence of a 
transparent past, because the historian is supposed to account for its in- 
trinsic meaning; but it forgets that the historian’s knowledge, far from 
corresponding to a divine view of history embracing it in every detail and 
respect, is always itself perspective in character. 

Droysen connects the illusion of transparency with the narrative nature 
of historical discourse.®' To think that facts speak for themselves is an 
illusion, he says; they would be mute if there were no narrator capable of 
making them speak. Narrative procedure is inseparable from historical 
discourse, for two reasons. First, particular facts cannot be explained 
without being narratively ordered; our knowledge of causal connections 
always has gaps that can be filled only through a narrative procedure 
based on a general pragmatics of human actions. Second, the epistemolog- 
ical model of historical discourse can only be the testimonial account. His- 
torical discourse constitutes, to be sure, an erudite and derivative (since 
the historian is rarely a direct witness of the events he is writing about) 
form of the testimonial account, but it does not transcend the latter to 
produce a quantifiable knowledge, even if it can make use of certain tools 
of the quantitative sciences in legitimating its reconstructions of the past D 
Historicism’s error thus lies not in its recourse to narration, but in its rejec- 
tion of the epistemological rules that this characteristic imposes on it, and 
which are those of a pragmatics of the causality of facts and human acts in 
their interrelations and in their relations with the physical environment. 
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Historicism is closely linked with evolutionism, which explains another 
of its typical traits: the privilege accorded to chronological historiography 
in relation to what Paul Veyne calls history by “items,” that is, compara- 
tive history. Historicism identifies history with the past (national or “uni- 
versal”), the historian’s task being to explain the present on the basis of 
this past; history is the epic of human time. The prejudice regarding the 
transparency of facts takes sustenance from the definition of history as the 
explanation of lived time (we know the role played by this idea in Hei- 
degger and more generally in the hermeneutical tradition). Here again, 
historicism is the victim of the illusion of transparency. Far from being an 
epiphany of Time, history is a plot constructed by the historian on the 
basis of traces and documents whose evolutionist dynamics is in no way 
self-explanatory. There is no history, but only histories, and their multi- 
plicity is that of plots compatible with a corpus of given traces.®3 

The concrete form taken by historicism in the domain of literary studies 
naturally introduces specificities not taken into account by our preced- 
ing discussion. But we shall for the moment defer discussion of these 
specificities. 

Is there any connection other than a contingent one between historicism 
and the speculative theory of Art? It is undeniable that in Germany at least 
historicism arose in art history as much as, if not more than, in general 
history. And it is surely no accident that Friedrich Schlegel so often refers 
to Winckelmann. In his History of the Art of Antiquity (1764), Winckel- 
mann outlines for the first time what will become historicism’s fundamen- 
tal credo, namely the belief in an organic historical development. In this 
work, he endeavors to study “the origin, growth, transformation, and de- 
cline”®*4 of art, according to a model involving three periods: that in which 
art seeks the necessary, then that in which it seeks the beautiful, and fi- 
nally that in which it seeks the superfluous. 

In reality, the speculative theory of Art and historicism are closely 
linked insofar as the sacralization of literature implies that it be consid- 
ered the locus of the historical totalization of human experience: “The way 
in which the texts of the past are soon to be presented by historians of 
literature is certainly linked to the new task assigned to literature in nine- 
teenth-century bourgeois society: it replaced religion in the function of 
proposing a new cosmology. The texts of the past were no longer part of an 
ideal world, and were not yet the symptoms of a past world. Because they 
were considered to be media capable of unfolding a totalizing historical 
perspective before the reader’s eyes, their cognitive value was hypostatized 
in a way never before seen. . . . In the nationalist variant of this conception 
according to which the totality of the past can be grasped through litera- 
ture, it was thought that through the genius of great writers one could hope 
to grasp, perhaps once and for all, and in its totality, the national character 
of which national history was supposed to be the development. "79 
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Historicism is required, moreover, by the organicist paradigm that 
dominates the speculative theory. The seductiveness of this paradigm goes 
back to Aristotle. We know in fact that in the Poetics he sets out to distin- 
guish poetry “according to its kinds, each considered in relation to its’ 
proper end (dynamis, power)” ;°° simultaneously he implicitly introduces 
an organicist problematics into the domain of literary facts. Similarly, he 
speaks of a “growth” of tragedy and adds that this growth continues 
until tragedy has finally “entered into possession of its own nature.”®7 In 
Aristotle this crypto-organicism is nonetheless contradicted by the idea 
that the artistic work is a result of human techne and thus cannot be deter- 
mined by an external causality. Moreover, in the Physics, Aristotle explic- 
itly asserts that the art object differs from the natural object in that the 
former does not have an internal principle of movement:? therefore there 
can be no autonomous and internally determined evolution of either poetic 
kinds or the genre “poetry.”°9 

Oversimplifying somewhat, one can say that up until romanticism 
Western thought concerning the arts generally privileged the “technologi- 
cal” side of the Aristotelian conception. Romanticism, in contrast, radi- 
cally committed itself to the organicist conception: Art is nature 27 Thus 
when Novalis and Schlegel define poetry as a revelation of Being, they do 
not intend to characterize its abstract essence, but rather its “life”; the 
speculative theory of Art is a form of vitalism.’ For romantic thinkers, the 
essence of an object does not reside in a definitional abstraction, but in its 
soul, that is, in the sum of its vital potentialities. Romantic organicism 
thus cannot be identified with Aristotelian biologism: for Aristotle, the 
development of a natural object is a passage from the potential to the act, 
since it is only in the act that the object conforms to its nature, to its 
definition. In romanticism, on the contrary, Art is always already in con- 
formity with its nature, since its nature is its evolution: thus its definition 
is its history. ‘To know the essence of literature thus amounts to describing 
its organic development: the theory of literature is the history of Litera- 
ture. But this proposition can and must also be reversible: to the extent to 
which organic development is the fulfillment of potentialities inscribed 
within the very nature of Literature, the latter’s history is identical with 
the self-development of its definition. The two theories imply each other, 
and that is why historicism can be said to derive directly from organicist 
essentialism. 

In conclusion, let us observe that organicist historicism presupposes a 
view of history as continuous. As W. H. Auden, among others, has noted, 
the history of art is discontinuous: “Natural history, like social and politi- 
cal history, is continuous; there is no moment when nothing is happening. 
But the history of art is discontinuous; the art historian can show the influ- 
ences and circumstances which made possible and likely that a certain 
painter should paint a certain way, if he chooses to paint, but he cannot 
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explain why he paints a picture instead of not painting one.”9 Art is not 
a biological species capable of reproducing itself. Hence the central impor- 
tance romanticism accords to the question of genres, which it treats as 
universal principles of engenderment that can integrate the discontinuity 
of works into the continuity of an organic evolution. This obviously im- 
plies a reification of the generic categories, which tend to become the true 
realia of the history of Literature. Thus it is entirely comprehensible that 
the history of Literature should find its culmination in a theory of genres. 


LITERATURE 


The very project of a history of Literature presupposes the existence of a 
specific concept of Literature that can provide a basis for such a history. 
For Schlegel, this cannot be a simple empirical concept, a simple class 
name serving to designate the whole of the written productions of the 
belles-lettres tradition; such a notion would not make it possible to found 
a history in the historicist sense. In order to discover what is really at stake 
we may begin with the description-definition of literature he proposed in 
his History of European Literature (1803). 

Schlegel starts out from a definition which, at first sight at least, seems 
purely nominal: “Generally we include within literature all the sciences 
and all the arts that act through language: poetry, the oratorical art, and 
history as well, insofar as its presentation is part of the oratorical art... ; 
then works on morals, if they can be considered as belonging to oratorical 
art or if they have had a more general influence, such as Socratic morality; 
scholarship; and finally, philosophy. ... Poetry, the oratorical art, his- 
tory, and philosophy are part of the genre that acts through language.” 
The notion of “Literature” is thus the name of the class of humanoria: 
poetry, the oratorical art, history, works on morals, and philosophy. This 
definition excludes all intellectual activities that have direct practical or 
utilitarian goals; later on, Schlegel brings these other activities together 
under the two rubrics of economy and politics. The list corresponds more 
or less to the way the pre-romantics divided up the arts of language. One 
might think that the distinction between art and science is also in confor- 
mity with this traditional division, since, at least at first glance, its function 
is simply to distinguish between the object and its mode of presentation in 
philosophy, history, and the oratorical arts; in spite of their nonliterary 
object, these discursive practices belong to literature by virtue of their 
mode of presentation. In reality, however, we shall see later that the dis- 
tinction between art and science prepares the ground for an essentialist 
reduction of Literature. 

A first important shift soon occurs when Schlegel proposes to distin- 
guish between the arts and sciences that act through language and those 
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that act through matter, that is, the ones that “make use of language solely 
as a secondary means of communication.” The initial definition limited lit- 
erature to the arts and sciences that act directly through language; logically, 
those that act through matter should therefore be excluded from the cate- 
gory of literature. But now we learn that both genres fall—depending on the 
practices concerned—into either the domain of art or that of the sciences, 
and that it is the whole of these two domains that forms Literature. 

Schlegel next explains that this definition of Literature includes all the 
sciences and all the arts: “Philosophy, insofar as it is the soul (Geist) of 
scholarship and science, includes within itself, from the point of view of 
form, all the sciences that express themselves using signs. Similarly, poetry 
includes all the arts that act through a medium other than language. Just 
as mathematics, chemistry, and physics merely demonstrate in isolation, 
but in a more precise manner, that is, more specifically, what is already 
contained within philosophy, so painting, sculpture and music express 
separately, but in a vivid and better way what poetry realizes overall. Jn 
this sense literature includes all the sciences and all the arts, it is the 
Encyclopedia.” Here we glimpse the secret goal of the distinction between 
the arts and the sciences, as well as that between the linguistic medium 
and the material medium: it is a question of preparing the ground for the 
reduction of nonverbal arts to poetry (that is, to the essence of Literature) 
conceived as their common principle. Clearly, this reduction is possible 
only to the extent to which it has been previously established that Litera- 
ture includes all the nonverbal arts as well. That is why Schlegel needs the 
aforementioned distinctions. His way of proceeding is complex. At the 
center of his argumentation is the idea that there is a parallel between the 
relationship that philosophy entertains with the mathematical and physi- 
cal sciences, on one hand, and that entertained by poetry with painting, 
sculpture, and music. But in order to support this line of argument, he has 
first to show that mathematics and the sciences act through matter, as do 
the nonverbal arts. To maintain this idea, he is forced to define “act 
through matter” as meaning “act by signs other than linguistic.” Now if it 
is true that physics and chemistry have recourse to nonlinguistic symbols, 
it remains nonetheless that these symbols are neither more nor less mate- 
rial than expression in language; they are artificial languages that, far 
from being in any way opposed to linguistic signs, merely extend them. To 
maintain the same idea concerning the relationships between poetry and 
the arts entails a much more significant reductionism. Even if all arts are 
semiotic, the fact of reducing their differences to a simple distinction be- 
tween verbal and nonverbal signs produces an extremely impoverished 
view of what is specific to each of them. 

In any case, through this parallelism Schlegel believes he can incorpo- 
rate the nonverbal arts into Literature and bring them under the poetic 
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paradigm. If the sole difference between poetry and the nonverbal arts 
concerns their semiotic material, then nothing keeps poetry from playing 
for the arts the same integrating role that philosophy plays for the sci- 
ences. Just as philosophy demonstrates in terms of individual specificities, 
poetry expresses (Ausdrucken) generally what the other arts express in 
terms of individual specificities. Just as philosophy is the fundamental 
knowledge, poetry is the expression, or as Schlegel goes on to put it, the 
fundamental artistic presentation (Darstellung). This procedure of reduc- 
ing the arts to poetry will be a central topos of the speculative theory of 
Art, since we find it, virtually unchanged, in Hegel and Heidegger. 

This movement to unify the different genres is pursued through the 
assertion that Literature has a single content, “the Infinite, the Beautiful 
and the Good, God, the World, Nature, and Humanity,” which thus corre- 
sponds to the different ontological determinations of Being (as conceived 
by romanticism). This thesis of the unity in content is essential to the 
strategy of the history of Literature: it grounds its organic unity and 
makes it possible to abandon the empirical enumeration of works and 
genres in favor of an organic differentiation, the same fundamental con- 
tent specifying itself differently in accord with the different genres distin- 
guished; and it is again this thesis that legitimates the reduction of the 
nonverbal arts to poetry. 

Schlegel outlines three directions in which organic differentiation acts. 
The first results from the diversification of the mode of exposition: the arts 
present the Infinite (Darstellung), whereas the sciences explain it 
(Erklarung). The second, which we have already encountered, results 
from the diversity of semiotic media; on one hand we have coexisting, 
spatial signs (colors and proportions); on the other successive signs (lan- 
guage, sounds). The third results from the diversity of the spheres of the 
Absolute that the genres explain and respectively present. It goes without 
saying that this differentiation of the content concerns neither poetry nor 
philosophy, since they are characterized precisely by the universality of 
their content. They therefore form the center of Literature: “The tendency 
toward what is more elevated, toward the Infinite, is present in all the arts 
and sciences, but it is nowhere as dominant as in philosophy and in po- 
etry.... Philosophy and poetry are, so to speak, the soul of the world 
(Weltseele) of the sciences and the arts, their common center. They are 
inseparably linked and form a tree of which philosophy is the root and 
poetry the most beautiful fruit. Without philosophy, poetry becomes 
empty and superficial; without poetry, philosophy is without influence and 
becomes barbarous.” 

The movement toward essentialist unification is not completed, how- 
ever; it remains to reduce the duality between philosophy and poetry. To 
be sure, these two activities are already unified in the sense that they have 
the same universal content. But on the other hand they seem fundamen- 
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tally opposed, since one aims at explanation and the other at presentation. 
How can this duality be reduced, since the postulate of a unified Literature 
cannot dispense with a supreme synthetic term that would be, in its essen- 
tial form, Literature with a capital “L”? 

In reality, there is no doubt that Schlegel grants primacy to poetry. He 
must therefore try to reduce philosophy to it. Two ways of doing this seem 
possible. The first is based on the assertion of the originary character of 
poetry: “The objection according to which philosophy is of a more ele- 
vated dignity than poetry because it is directed toward the loftiest objects 
of human knowledge, . . . is without weight. . . . In fact, when poetry man- 
ifests itself in its true nature, it has the same object and the same dignity 
as philosophy. . . . Another reason that it is necessary to grant primacy to 
poetry over philosophy lies in the fact that, at least so far as Europe is 
concerned, poetry is the older activity and the common root of all the 
sciences and all the arts. The most ancient poetry is in fact mythological: 
and mythology is at once poetry, philosophy, and history.” 

The second way of reducing philosophy to poetry is more indirect and 
is not outlined in the passage on which I have just commented. It neverthe- 
less deserves to be presented, for it perfectly illustrates the ambiguity at- 
tached to the elevation of poetry in the speculative theory of Art. We have 
seen that all the sciences and all the arts have the same fundamental con- 
tent: Being. We have also seen that this unity of content is represented by 
a paradigmatic genre that synthesizes all the other genres, in this case 
poetry. Now in other passages of the same text, Schlegel asserts on the 
contrary that only religion is the ultimate end of all the sciences and all the 
arts: “It is religion that must positively bring about the realization of the 
supreme destination of man. It is not a means, but an end in itself, from 
which proceed all the sciences and all the arts.”9+ This assertion can be 
understood if we recall the year in which this text appeared, 1803; that is, 
at a time when Schlegel was about to convert to Catholicism. But this 
elevation of religion, if it deprives poetry of its supreme place, at the same 
time allows it to rise above philosophy. To this end, Schlegel adopts No- 
valis’s antiphilosophical argument. The intrinsic finality of religion, and 
hence the ultimate goal of life, resides in man’s reunification with God. 
Having lost God, man seeks to find Him and first of all to know Him. He 
looks first to philosophy. But all knowledge of the Infinite is, like its object 
itself, infinite and abyssal. Philosophy therefore fails in its task of explain- 
ing the Infinite. It is this failure that gives rise to the need for poetry, for 
“symbolic presentation.”95 “What cannot be resumed in a concept, can 
perhaps be presented through an image; and thus the necessity of knowl- 
edge leads to presentation, leads philosophy to poetry.”9° Hence the argu- 
ment from the origin is seconded by the argument of the inaccessible char- 
acter of the divine Infinite: Being cannot be explained, it can only be imag- 
inatively presented. 
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Nonetheless, this second solution, even though it places poetry above 
philosophy, subordinates it to revealed religion, and this implies its rela- 
tive devalorization as well as an implicit disorganization of the concept of 
Literature. In fact, if religion is the ultimate goal of human existence and 
the sole activity that is not in turn a means to something else, it is religion, 
not poetry, that should be the ultimate synthetic term, both a teleological 
principle and the unitary foundation for all Literature. It must be added 
that the tension is not due to the fact that Literature is defined as the 
revelation of ultimate (religious) truths, but to the introduction of religion 
as a specifically human institution. In other words, it is the passage from 
the poetic onto-theology of the Jena period to established religion that 
disrupts the organization of the project of literature conceived as universal 
Encyclopedia.97 Religion is no longer the ultimate definiens of Literature, 
but accedes to the status of an ultimate definiendum, devalorizing poetry, 
which during the Jena period was supposed to be the ultimate definien- 
dum. This same effect of disruption affects Literature’s postulated auton- 
omy: by subordinating poetry to religion, Schlegel at the same time de- 
stroys its autonomy. 

To be sure, even after his conversion to Catholicism Schlegel never re- 
ally abandons his concept of Literature. But he downplays the thesis of its 
universality conceived as the supreme unity of all the discourses in an 
autonomous and autotelic poetical-ontological revelation: Literature will 
be universal only in the extensional sense of the term, that is in the sense 
in which it is partially present in all cultivated peoples. The thesis of the 
organic unity of Literature is not abandoned, either, but simply shifted 
from the unity of theological content toward that of national literary or- 
ganisms, conceived as expressions of the “life” of peoples. Schlegel’s His- 
tory of Literature Ancient and Modern (1813-1815)9° thus constitutes one of 
the first examples of an evolutionary and comparatist history of Litera- 
ture, seeking to grasp the unity of universal Literature (in the geographi- 
cal and historical sense of the term) by means of a chronological and geo- 
graphical construction.99 

In spite of these ambiguities, the definition analyzed above is a quite 
faithful representation of the essential traits of “Literature” as an object 
invented by the speculative theory of Art. Let us set aside the problem of 
the hegemonic place accorded to poetry; though that is a central idea in 
the tradition I am studying here, it paradoxically lodges itself less in the 
history of Literature than in general artistic theories, for example in Hegel 
or Heidegger. Not proposing a general theory of Art, but solely a theory- 
history of Literature, Schlegel has less need to insist on the paradigmatic 
function of poetry. This does not mean, however, that the thesis is absent 
in his work, since we have seen that it comes into the institution of Litera- 
ture as the absolute synthesis of spiritual activities. 

The most central point in Schlegel’s project seems to me to reside in the 
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essentialist-organicist definition of Literature. There is no lack of empiri- 
cal objections to the specific form of essentialist definition maintained by 
Schlegel. To try to reduce the field of literature, or even the field of poetry, 
to the expression of the divine Infinite is either to condemn oneself to ac- 
counting for only a small part of literary productions, or to accept a her- 
meneutics at least as arbitrary as that of the theologians who tried to read 
Christian messages in Virgil’s poems. But the empirical objections do not 
affect the essential point, insofar as the speculative theory of Art has re- 
course, depending on the author, to the most diverse essentialist defini- 
tions: the soul of the nation, the spirit of the race, class interests, the “lan- 
guage” of Being, etc., can fulfill exactly the same function as the divine 
Infinite. 

The fundamental difficulty resides less in the essentialist project as such 
than in the undeniably evaluative rather than descriptive nature of its 
proposed definitions. That is evident in Schlegel’s case: the definition of 
the essence of poetry he proposes coincides with that of Novalis. Now it 
goes without saying that the proposition: “literature is the revelation of the 
thing in itself” (or some equivalent formulation) is not a descriptive defi- 
nition of literary phenomenality, but rather a definition at once evaluative 
and prescriptive, and hence, in reality, a criterion of excellence. Philoso- 
phy first gives itself this criterion and then projects it onto literary facts. 
retaining only those that agree with it. Schlegel explicitly justifies this pro- 
cedure of selection. 

The attraction this procedure can exercise resides, of course, in the fact 
that the selection claims to be cognitively motivated, that is, to flow from 
a (completely legitimate) separation between essential facts and accessory 
facts. Any cognitive procedure is selective, and in this sense it necessarily 
distinguishes between “typical” and “atypical” phenomena. One might 
therefore think that the reductionist move urged by the speculative theory 
of Art is only an explicit acceptance of this necessity. But this is a deceptive 
appearance: if the criteria of selection were cognitive, there would be no 
necessity to deprecate or attack works that prove recalcitrant. or to ex- 
clude them from the domain of “true” art. The essentialist definitions pro- 
posed by Schlegel and the other representatives of the speculative theory 
of Art are always swarming with exclusions, deprecations, and polemics. 
and this shows their evaluative character. The history of Literature arises 
from a reduction that is not cognitive but evaluative. 


THeory AND History or LITERATURE 


From the foregoing we can conclude that the birth of the history of Litera- 
ture requires the conjunction of two factors: the existence of an evaluative 
definition of literature (based on the sacralization of poetry) and the ac- 
ceptance of the historicist perspective as the paradigmatic method for the 
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comprehension of literary facts. The question as to why, toward the end of 
the eighteenth century, such an importance came to be accorded to the 
historical dimension will not concern me here. It suffices to note that for 
Schlegel the central function of history is an established fact, to the point 
that he writes to his brother: “I am revolted by any theory that is not 
historical.”!©° It is no accident that he uses the term “theory” (Theorie) 
rather than the more neutral “knowledge” (Wissen) here: it is the system- 
atic and fundamental knowledge, that is philosophical theory, that must 
be historical. Thus far from being a jest, the exclamation quoted desig- 
nates very precisely the central goal of his philosophical enterprise, in the 
domain of the history of Literature as well: to make history itself the field 
of theory, that is, the field of nomological determinations. 

He sets to work on this project in his very first published text, On the 
Schools of Greek Poetry (1794), even though at that point his reflections 
are still limited to Greek literature: “The scholar’s first glance at the extant 
fragments and complete works of Greek poetry loses itself among their 
immense multitude and diversity, so that he despairs of being able to dis- 
cover a Whole in them. In the absence of that discovery, his knowledge will 
always remain incomplete and uncertain; and yet he does not have the 
right to do violence to the truth by making arbitrary subdivisions in order 
to obtain by force an artificial continuity. Nevertheless, there is no need to 
make such artificial divisions. The nature that gave birth to Greek poetry 
as a whole also divided it into a few large masses, unifying them in accord 
with a delicate order (mit leichter Ordnung).”'*! 

Several central themes of the history of Literature are woven together in 
this inaugural text. First there is the theme of unity and totality: an ade- 
quate consciousness must grasp its object as an identity unfolding itself in 
accord with its essential determinations. Next there is the thesis of the 
“natural,” and more precisely the organic, character of this totality: the 
determinism is not external, is not of a mechanical type; it is a teleological 
self-determinism. There is also, in the background, the paradigmatic role 
played by Greek poetry as a completed natural totality (I shall return to 
this later). In addition, there is an implicit ontological thesis: the relation- 
ship that the multiplicity and diversity of literary facts entertains with 
their unity is a relationship between appearance and essence. The totality, 
grasped its fundamental identity, is the essence of the facts insofar as they 
are the manifestations of a natural, organic genesis. This implies a gnose- 
ological corollary: truth is not an attribute of our propositions, but rather 
the other name of the essence, and more precisely, it is the essence insofar 
as it makes itself visible to man in an adequate grasp. The four themes are 
interdependent, and I shall separate them here only in the interest of con- 
venient exposition. 

Literary facts can be adequately understood only if they are grasped as 
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a unified totality. To the extent that literary traditions form chronological 
series, the will to grasp them as a unified totality assumes that they can be 
referred to an internal unity; every literary totality will also be a historical 
totality. In Schlegel’s view, therefore, the diachronic, or more precisely the 
chronological dimension is essential to the very constitution of the science 
of Literature. Thus in On the Study of Greek Poetry (1795-97) he posits the 
principle that “pure science” must always be combined with history, a 
science without history being empty, just as inversely a (historical) expe- 
rience without science is inchoate. This formula is one of the countless 
variations on Kant’s statement that a concept without experience is empty 
and experience without a concept is blind. The fact that in Schlegel history 
takes the place of experience reveals the way in which history is “natural- 
ized” in historicist discourse. History is not a discursive, epistemologically 
specific organization of human traces or documents (which might also be 
organized in accord with other criteria), but rather the direct presence of 
experience. The different functions that Schlegel in this same text accords 
to history are inscribed within the same horizon: in the first place it func- 
tions as an example, but also as a justification (Beleg), of concepts; sec- 
ondly, it is the referential anchor-point of the analysis, simultaneously its 
factual domain (Tatsache) and its document (Urkunde); finally, in the 
case of Greek history, it provides us with an aesthetic paradigm (asthetis- 
ches Urbild).‘°? | leave aside for the moment the question of the aesthetic 
Urbild. It is interesting to note that on close examination the first two 
functions prove to be incapable of legitimating the status of the history of 
Literature, since they in no way challenge the mutual exteriority of history 
and the concept: if history is the exemplification or justification of a con- 
cept, it remains external to it. The same is true when history is considered 
as constituting the factual domain or the justification for the theory: in 
none of these functions does it possess its own nomological form, internal 
to its very evolution. In other words, the naturalization of history is not 
enough: the concept must at the same time be naturalized if it is true—as 
Schlegel later maintains—that “the science of art is its history.”'©3 The 
vision of history he presents in 1795-97 is thus still unilateral (from the 
point of view of historicism), since it does not go beyond the naturalization 
of historical “facts” and continues to accept the traditional model of a 
correspondence-truth for relations between these “facts” and the theory. 
Here the necessity of the evolutionist thesis makes itself felt. Since ac- 
cording to Schlegel explaining a phenomenon amounts to revealing its 
essence, history can have an internal nomology only if it has its own ideal 
content. This ideal content must in turn be able to find its adequate expla- 
nation in a historical exposition: thus it must contain a developmental 
principle within itself. We already know that the ideal content of the his- 
tory of Literature is provided by the postulates of the sacralization of po- 
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etry. Considered in themselves, these postulates do not imply the thesis of 
a peculiar internal historicity; one might just as well interpret the ontolog- 
ical function of poetry as an immutable principle. In order for the ideal 
content to function as a historical essence, it is therefore necessary to intro- 
duce a supplementary component, namely internal teleological principles, 
i.e., developmental laws. By virtue of these constraints, the historical evo- 
lution of the history of Literature is grounded in a general ontology. 

This concern for the ontological foundation of history is a constant in 
Schlegel’s thought. We find it particularly in the way in which he reinter- 
prets the historical distinction between antiquity and the modern age. 
From his very first texts he tries to ground it ontically, that is, in accord 
with a certain number of characteristics that are in essence mutually ex- 
clusive. It is in this way that it will become the central historical category 
of romanticism and objective idealism, and will be invested with all the 
ontic differentiations postulated by idealist ontology: nature / freedom, 
reality / ideality, self-enclosed organism / infinite progression, finitude / 
infinitude, etc. Thus the “naturalization” of concepts joins that of history 
and the history of Literature becomes nomological: “reason demands . . . 
that the perceptions of artistic sentiment be strictly determined and con- 
ceptually organized, it demands that in the domain of the progression of 
the human soul and of the development of the arts as well we find the 
necessary natural laws (die notwendigen Naturgesetze).'4 

This idea that there exist laws of historical development constitutes a 
fundamental break with Kantian criticism. The idea of a teleology of his- 
tory is already found in Kant. In his [dea of a Universal History from a 
Cosmopolitan Point of View (Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in 
weltburgerlicher Absicht) he defends the notion that one can consider the 
history of humanity by reading it in the light of the postulate of a “natural 
design” that is realized through it. Now, the idea of a “design” implies that 
of a teleological principle. In order for the teleological principle of a ra- 
tional humanity to be realized, human beings have to do their part. That 
is the reason why Kant points out that the very fact of presenting a teleo- 
logical conception of history to human beings can be considered as being 
“favorable to this natural design.” The a priori theme (Leitfaden) he pro- 
poses for history thus remains on the order of a practical Idea and not of 
a nomological principle.'5 

The conception is nonetheless ambiguous, since Kant refers to a natural 
design; he stresses the fact that the philosopher cannot presuppose the 
existence, through history, of a rational design peculiar to humanity. Hu- 
manity as such does not pursue a coherent design. Whence the idea of a 
natural design. This hypothesis seems to open the way for a transcenden- 
tal force to intervene in history; behind humans’ deeds and acts there is to 
be deciphered some secret design that makes use of humanity in realizing 
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its ends (think of the Hegelian notion of the “cunning of Reason”). An- 
other ambiguity concerns the epistemological status of this teleological 
postulate. It is found particularly in Schiller’s historical works, which pre- 
sent themselves as adhering to the straight Kantian critical line. In his 
inaugural address at Jena in 1789, Schiller asserts that the teleological 
principle is a principle of order that the historian projects onto history: 
“One phenomenon after another begins to detach itself from the nearly 
blind, lawless freedom, and to incorporate itself as a concordant element 
in a harmonious totality (which, to be sure, exists only in its representa- 
tion). . . . He therefore draws this harmony from within himself and trans- 
plants it outside himself in the order of things, that is, he introduces a 
rational design (Zweck) into the progress of the world and a teleological 
principle into universal history. . . . This principle, which he sees con- 
firmed by innumerable concordant facts, he also sees refuted by the same 
quantity of divergent facts. But so long as important elements in the series 
of changes affecting the world are still lacking, so long as destiny defers 
the final word on so many events, he declares the question to be unde- 
cided. Then the opinion that provides the understanding with the most 
satisfaction and the heart with the most felicity”!©° wins out. The teleolog- 
ical principle is thus a projection that, at the level of the facts constituting 
the touchstone of historical discourse, finds as many events that confirm it 
as events that disconfirm it. Wisdom, in such a situation, does indeed 
counsel, as Schiller concedes, that the epistemological question be left un- 
decided. But leaving the question undecided should prevent the historian 
from taking sides, whereas according to Schiller “the opinion that pro- 
vides the understanding with the most satisfaction and the heart with the 
most felicity wins out.” The problem arises from the fact that the project 
of a universal history as it is defended by Kantian criticism has already 
been given an orientation by the question of humanity’s progress. Once we 
admit that that is the legitimate domain of historical discourse, the Kan- 
tian solution can hardly seem satisfying, as Schiller acknowledges in spite 
of himself. 

Schlegel, in On the Value of Studying the Greeks and Romans (1795- 
96), was quite clear about this. He refers to Kant’s brief work, but only to 
reject his solution. Schlegel wants to establish a complete history of hu- 
manity that would be internal to experience (it is to extend “as far as 
experience goes”) and be governed by a “systematic order,” a “systematic 
foundation,” and a “universal design.”'°7 A little further on he explains: 
“The difficulty consists in finding an unconditioned unity, an organizing, 
a priori theme [Leitfaden] for universal history, that satisfies the require- 
ments of both theoretical reason and practical reason, without infringing 
on the understanding’s rights and without doing violence to the facts of 
experience.”!°° While he adopts the Kantian expression “a priori theme,” 


112 CHAPTER TWO 


he does not do so in order to designate a teleological Idea, hence a regula- 
tive principle, but rather an a priori synthetic principle that is constitutive 
of history; for his objection is that Kant’s conception cannot satisfy theo- 
retical reason. 

Schlegel’s solution sets out from the critical definition of history as the 
interaction of nature and freedom. It soon deviates from this definition, 
however, when it asserts that freedom is also subject to a priori laws. In 
other words, history no longer derives from the interaction of nature and 
freedom (considered in Kant as two antinomical principles), but from the 
interaction of laws of nature and laws of freedom: “If freedom and nature 
are both subject to laws, if freedom exists (and that is in fact what consis- 
tent supporters of the absence of system and laws in history deny—and 
this denial is fundamental to their opinions), if man’s representations 
form a coherent unity—a system—then the interaction of freedom and 
nature, that is history, must also be subject to necessary and immutable 
laws: if such an interaction exists, and if history exists, there must be a 
system of necessary, a priori laws that relate to it.”19 

Clearly, Schlegel is taking his inspiration from Fichte here: he has in 
view the transcendental deduction of the interactions of the ego and the 
non-ego that the author of the Doctrine of Knowledge identified with the 
interactions between liberty and nature. But for Fichte these principles are 
of a transcendental order; they determine the conditions of the possibility 
of history as an interaction between humans and nature, but they do not 
in any way permit the establishment of internal historical laws. The Fich- 
tean principles claim to state the condition on which history can exist, but 
they do not at all claim to determine its developmental stages. But the 
history of Literature needs laws of history. And to arrive at such laws, 
Schlegel is inevitably forced to project the categories of the transcendental 
deduction onto history and to make the various historical figures into ex- 
pressions of these essential determinations. The transcendental principles 
make room for a transcendental causality: the “naturalization” of con- 
cepts is perfectly summed up in this passage from the transcendental, and 
hence from a conceptual determination, to the transcendent, and hence to 
an ontic determination. 

We cannot leave the question of the relations between history and theory 
without having discussed the relations between historical analysis and 
evaluation, that is, between theory and (literary) criticism. In fact, Schlegel 
is not only a philosopher and historian of Literature, but also a major liter- 
ary critic. In this domain he wants to avoid both the dogmatism of the 
judge—the Wolffian Kunstrichter—and the subjectivist relativism of the 
Sturm und Drang generation. Walter Benjamin very pertinently observed 
that the romantics’ choice of the term Kritiker rather than the traditional 
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term Richter is no accident: they claimed to attach themselves to phi- 
losophical criticism, that is, they wanted to move beyond the dichotomy 
between Wolffian dogmatism and relativist skepticism in the domain of 
art, just as Kant had done in the domain of knowledge."° But at the same 
time their speculative conception leads them to reject the Kantian thesis 
according to which an aesthetic judgment is a universal subjective judg- 
ment, that is, a cultural fact linked to an art of judgment and to a shaping 
of the sensibility in accord with regulative principles projected as desir- 
able ideals. Whence an incompatibility between the principles that guide 
Schlegel’s critical activity and the principles on which he bases the history 
of Literature. In his critical activity, he approaches literary works in ac- 
cord with a regulative teleological principle, an ideal of literature; if there 
is criticism (in the current sense of the term) it is also because all works are 
not what they should be according to the postulated ideal. This ideal is the 
very one defended by Novalis in his sacralization of poetry. One may not 
agree with his program, but at least it is not open to the charge of making 
a category error so long as it is explicitly presented not as a definition of 
what poetry is, but as a requirement of what it should be according to the 
romantic ideal. The project of the history of Literature, on the other hand, 
implies the idea of an objective essence of poetry and of an autonomous 
development of Literature in accord with purely internal historical laws. 
Now, if this is the case, it is hard to see how the critic can justify his polem- 
ical comments. Thus we should not be surprised to find Schlegel—in the 
first issue of the Athenaeum—rejecting literary criticism as a judgmental 
activity (beurteilen) in favor of the history of Literature and of philosophi- 
cal criticism, activities of understanding (verstehen) and explanation 
(erklaren);™ henceforth he will let the present criticize itself. Instead, he 
announces a project of “positive criticism” based on the objective laws 
provided by the history of Literature conceived as Encyclopedia: “I shall 
add just one thing concerning this Encyclopedia. lt is here, or nowhere, 
that the source of the positive laws of all objective criticism are to be 
found. If this is so, it immediately follows that true criticism cannot take 
the slightest notice of works that add nothing to the development of art 
and science; I would go still further: a true criticism of what is not in 
relation with the organism of culture and genius, of what does not exist for 
and in the Whole, is impossible.”"” Here we have a candid acknowledg- 
ment of the fundamentally evaluative character of the essentialist defini- 
tion of the history of Literature, for the “organism of culture and genius,” 
the “Whole” whose existence Schlegel here presupposes, does not have to 
do with an extensional study (it is not a matter of constant traits discerned 
by means of a historical or structural analysis), but rather with a prescip- 
tivist and evaluative study (it is a matter of texts that meet the criteria of 
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excellence as determined by the sacralization of poetry). The history of 
Literature is only one more literary canon, but it is all the more insidious 
insofar as it fails to recognize its own status and presents itself as grasping 
the essence of a supposedly transparent past.™ 


LITERATURE AS ORGANISM 


The passage from a criticism of the literary monuments of the past to the 
history of Literature thus entails a transformation of the teleological prin- 
ciple: it becomes constitutive rather than regulative. This transformation 
passes by way of the introduction of organicism. When Schlegel, in his first 
published text, distinguishes arbitrary divisions from those produced by 
nature itself, he is in fact opposing divisions imposed from outside by 
human understanding to organic self-differentiation: “The organization 
can be understood only in a teleological manner.”™ 

The specificity of the organism as it is defined by the romantics is 
fourfold: 

a) Autonomy: the organism has within itself the foundation of its exis- 
tence and evolution. This idea is central for the history of Literature, since 
it makes it possible to postulate that literary facts as a whole form an 
autonomous totality, that is, that Literature contains within itself its own 
existential and developmental basis and is not subject to external causal 
influences. Of course, this organic unity is always relative: what at one 
level of analysis can be seen as an organic unity will prove at a more ele- 
vated level to be simply an element in a more comprehensive organism; 
thus it is possible to consider the individual literary work both as an abso- 
lutely autonomous organism and as part of a higher organic whole, 
whether this be a genre or a literary period. Schlegel took this specificity 
into account in his famous review of Wilhelm Meister, where he says about 
the critic: “He will divide the Whole only into members, masses, and parts, 
without ever decomposing it into its originary elements, which are dead in 
relation to the work insofar as they no longer include elements of the same 
kind as those in the Whole; that in no way prevents them from being alive 
with relation to the universe and from being members or masses of it. It is 
to such elements that common criticism refers the object of its art, and 
thus it inevitably destroys the living unity, either by decomposing the ob- 
ject into its elements, or by considering it only as an atom of a larger 
mass, "8 

b) Self-differentiation with the maintenance of the essential unity in the 
differentiations: the organic unity unfolds, in accord with its own internal 
spontaneity, into diverse particularizations that are interdependent and 
are all related to the unity. Drawing vaguely on Leibnizian monadology, 


SPECULATIVE THEORY OF ART 115 


Schlegel thus postulates that the diverse elements of an organic unity all 
express the totality: “The essence of all superior form and art resides in 
their relation to the Whole. That is why they have an absolute finality at 
the same time that they are absolutely gratuitous. ... That is why all 
works are a single work, all the arts a single art, all poems a single poem. 
For all seek the same thing, the One in its omnipresence and undivided 
unity. . . . Every poem, every work must signify the Whole, signify it really 
and truly—and thus, through the Meaning and re-creation (Nach- 
bildung), really be this Whole, in the degree to which, except for the supe- 
rior being (das Höhere) toward which it points (deutet), only the Meaning 
exists and is real, "np 

c) The concept as principle of development: the active principle of or- 
ganic development is none other than its internal spiritual principle, that 
is, its concept. Here we encounter again, of course, the essentialism ac- 
cording to which, to use Hegelian terms, the real (das Wirkliche) is nothing 
other than the concept’s self-unfolding. Thus in the opening pages of his 
History of European Literature (1803-4), Schlegel asserts that the ade- 
quate concept of Literature is given only in and through the development 
of the history of Literature, so that any abstract definition could only be 
heuristic: “Before . . . beginning our historical exposition (Darstellung), it 
is necessary first to preface it with the concept of what literature is, to 
indicate the scope and the limits of the totality that it forms. This concept 
can only be provisional, to the extent to which the complete concept is the 
history of Literature itself.”"7 

d) Internal teleology: This derives directly from historicist essentialism: 
the parts proceed from the whole conceived as an internal teleological 
principle, from the formal point of view as well as from the point of view 
of developmental concretizations. Just as in the dimension of their co- 
presence the parts exist only by and for the organic unity, in the dimension 
of progressive genesis the unfolding of the organism in accord with succes- 
sive historical concretizations is entirely predetermined by the originary 
unity. The internal teleological principle excludes all transitive, external 
causality; the organism’s developmental finality is identical with the self- 
unfolding of its essence, and the organism can only become what it already 
is in embryonic form, without undergoing the slightest external influence. 

In the domain of the explanation of cultural facts, organicism makes it 
possible to combine the idea of a necessary evolution with that of an evolu- 
tion that is “free” because determined solely by an internal essence. Ro- 
manticism claims to go beyond Kant, who had asserted that we can never 
have more than a negative proof of freedom, in the form of an absence of 
external determinations, and that it is impossible to construct a theory 
that has freedom as its constitutive principle. Organicism, to the extent 
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that it allows freedom to be identified with internal determination, thus 
provides the constitutive principle romanticism needs for the historical- 
philosophical analysis of the domain of human facts. 

This organicist model is absolutely hegemonic in the project of the his- 
tory of Literature, on both the synchronic and diachronic planes. Because 
of historicism it is clearly the diachronic model that prevails, but the syn- 
chronic organic function nonetheless plays an important role at the level 
of the determination of the minimal units of the history of Literature. 
These units are always individual works: the history of Literature is a 
history of works. This elevation of the work to the level of a minimal unit 
derives from the principle according to which the work is a self-enclosed 
organism. Thus we read in the Conversation on Poetry: “It is only by form- 
ing a whole and being self-sufficient that a work becomes a work "uf 

The idea that literary traditions are sequences of works, or more pre- 
cisely that in order for the formation of literary traditions to be understood 
they must be organized in accord with a chronology of works, is one of the 
self-evident notions with regard to which it is difficult for us to have any 
distance. Nevertheless, during most of Western history, cultural memory 
was much less a memory of works than a memory of paradigmatic pas- 
sages or exemplary fragments. Michel Charles"? has pointed out that the 
conception according to which literary traditions are organized into a se- 
quence of works implies the existence of libraries that are both extensive 
and easily accessible. Such a model could be firmly established only with 
the massive increase in the circulation of books after the invention of 
printing. Before, that is in antiquity and in the Middle Ages, real libraries 
were (except in rare cases) private and very incomplete; the dominant 
model was rather that of the individual memory, an “ideal library” organ- 
ized more according to analytical rubrics (rhetorical rubrics, for instance) 
than according to a sequence of works conceived as totalities, more ac- 
cording to “characteristics” (stylistic, thematic, etc.) than according to 
individual overall structures. Naturally, the works existed as such; never- 
theless, they were perceived in such a way that their modeling function 
was situated much less at the level of their “being-a-work” than at that of 
some of their particular characteristics. In other words, the very formation 
of the literary tradition was based much less on the pertinence of the com- 
plete and closed individual work than it is today. The history of Litera- 
ture, and through it Literature as a scholarly representation of literary 
facts, is closely connected with the elevation of the individual work seen as 
a closed organism and a basic chronological unit; and thus it obviously 
cannot take into account the historical variability of the pertinent units 
even at the level of the formation of literary traditions. Whence in particu- 
lar a biased approach to oral literary traditions, which are irreducible to 
the notion of a work, even a collective or anonymous work. 
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A second important aspect of the synchronic function of organicism 
concerns the relations between different literary activities co-present at a 
given moment: Literature as the totality of the spiritual expressions of a. 
given period forms an organic unity. As we already know, poetry is the 
soul, the life-giving principle of this organism. Thus in his article “Litera- 
ture” (1803), Schlegel warns: 


Poetry will be the center and the goal of our considerations. In our opinion, 
that is in fact the place it occupies in the Whole formed by art and science. 
Philosophy is only an organon, a method that shapes true, that is, Divine, 
thought—the thought that is precisely the essence of poetry; philosophy is 
thus solely a means of instruction, a tool and a means for achieving what 
poetry is. . . . We therefore believe that poetry is the first and most noble of all 
the arts and of all the sciences; for it is also a science, in the fullest sense of the 
term, the science Plato calls dialectic and Jakob Boehme theosophy, that is, 
the science of the sole true reality. Philosophy has the same object, but ap- 
proaches it only in a negative way and through an indirect presentation of it, 
whereas any positive presentation of the Whole inevitably becomes poetry.!° 


Thus, like Novalis, Schlegel thinks that the unity of the sciences and the 
arts around poetry is possible because ultimately they all have a single, 
identical content, which is at the same time the essence of Literature and 
the principle of its self-development: the “sole true reality,” that is, either 
the One and All (for the young Schlegel) or divine transcendence (for the 
Catholic Schlegel). 

But it is especially in the diachronic dimension, where the different syn- 
chronic organicist aspects appear as so many moments of a totalizing dia- 
chrony, that the organicist model is deployed in all its power. We can 
distinguish at least four levels: 

1. The whole of the works of a writer. This whole forms a diachronic 
organic totality in the sense that it expresses the gradual artistic education 
(Bildung) of its author. In other words, the organic unity of the overall 
work of an author is based on the organic character of his spiritual devel- 
opment: “Art gives form, but it is also formed; for the one who forms is no 
less an organic totality than what is formed, and in the precise degree that 
he is an artist. Every artist has his history: understanding, explaining, and 
describing it is the first task of the science we call critical and which up to 
now has been more sought than found. It is right that the genesis of what 
is formed (des Gebildeten) should interest us, it is even the sole thing that 
interests the person who has risen to the contemplation of the Whole, to 
the contemplation of the truth in its unity with beaute "9 Thus the series 
formed by the successive works of an author is not a simple chronological 
sequence, but a true organic diachrony, since it expresses the history of his 
mind. When Schlegel points out that “a work can be totally understood 
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only if it is resituated in the system of all the works of the artist,”°? we 
must understand that the system in question is always historical-organic. 
To be sure, the rule of organic development does not hold for all authors, 
but only for those who have “an objective tendency,” that is, those whose 
creative movement corresponds to an internal necessity. Schlegel opposes 
them to authors such as Jacobi and Kant (!) who have only a subjective 
intention (Absicht) instead of a tendency (Tendenz), that is, whose works 
do not proceed from an internal teleological necessity (which is also al- 
ways the necessity of a given literary period) and express only personal 
idiosyncrasies.'3 

2. The evolution of genres. This proceeds from an internal teleology 
whose movement can be followed through three stages—which Schlegel 
finds in all the genres: initial germination, flourishing, and fading away. 
Since we shall have occasion later on to return to the problematics of genre 
in greater detail, I shall not further dilate on it here. 

3. The literary evolution of a historical period. Insofar as it has its own 
internal principle, the literary evolution of a historical period follows an 
organic cycle: all the books of the same period form a single book. In the 
philological writings of his youth, and even in some texts contemporary 
with the Athenaeum, Schlegel asserts that only ancient poetry has followed 
a complete organic evolution: “All the classic poems of the ancients are 
mutually connected, they are inseparable, form an organic whole, and are, 
correctly perceived, a single poem, the only one in which the art of poetry 
itself is perfectly revealed "93 As for modern literature, its evolution can 
approach such completeness only asymptotically, without ever really at- 
taining it: “In an analogous manner, all the books of completed literature 
must be only a single book, and it is in such a book, forever developing, 
that the gospel of humanity and culture will be revealed.”°5 This distinc- 
tion between ancient poetry and romantic poetry is in conformity with the 
conceptions worked out in Jena. But as early as 1803, in The History of 
European Literature, it is all of European literature that is seen as an 
organic totality: “European literature forms a harmonic whole in which all 
the branches are closely linked, in which each aspect is based on another 
that explains and completes it. These links traverse all periods and all 
nations up to the current period.”!2° Organicism’s domains of application 
thus change according to the fields in which Schlegel thinks he can found 
a unitary conception of Literature: first ancient literature, then European 
literature. 

4. The evolution of universal literature. This forms the total organism of 
Literature, the ultimate circle that subsumes all the historical particulari- 
ties. Speaking of the spiral movement that leads the critic to discover more 
and more comprehensive spiritual organisms, Schlegel notes: “If you wish 
to attain the Whole, if you move toward it, you can be sure that you will 
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find no natural frontier, nor any objective reason that would cause you to 
stop before reaching the center. This center is nothing other than the or- 
ganism of all the arts and sciences, its law and its history.”°7 This univer- - 
salist organicism finds its most fully developed expression in the History of 
Ancient and Modern Literature. This is a universalism centered on re- 
vealed religion and in which the arts and sciences henceforth have only a 
derivative function. Schlegel in fact attempts to conceive a universal litera- 
ture as a progressive expansion of divine revelation: it is a sort of tree that 
branches out through history and through nations; divine revolution con- 
stitutes its root and the different arts and sciences its branches. 

We know that romanticism long hesitated between a linear and a cycli- 
cal view of history. The former corresponds to the literary utopia pro- 
claimed by Jena romanticism, the latter to the nostalgia for the past so 
typical of conservative, post-Jena romanticism. The question is important 
for the status to be accorded organicism: the latter seems in fact to be most 
in harmony with a cyclical view of historical evolutions, in accord with the 
schema of the growth and decay of vegetable and animal organisms. In 
Schlegel’s first writings, for example in On the Study of Greek Poetry, that 
is how the organic model functions: birth, youth, the flourishing of the 
adult age, old age, and decrepitude are the integrating principles of a his- 
torical literary totality. Hence the model can be applied only to a com- 
pleted literature, in this case the literature of classical antiquity: that is 
why Schlegel identifies the opposition between nature and understanding, 
between the finite and the infinite, with that between organic evolution 
and artificial cultivation (künstliche Bildung). Nevertheless, in this 
same text, the idea of an overall approach to literature is sketched out. 
Thus Schlegel observes: “If one tears the different parts of modern poetry 
out of their context and considers them as totalities existing for them- 
selves, they remain inexplicable. They have substance and meaning only 
in relation to each other. Nonetheless, the more attentively one contem- 
plates the whole of modern poetry, the more it appears to be simply a part 
of a whole.”!29 

But what might be the nature of that totality? According to Schlegel, the 
cultivation of the understanding and the concern for what is “interesting” 
are the dominant characteristics of modern literature. But clearly these 
two principles do not allow us to arrive at a unifying causality; in fact, 
Schlegel opposes the totalizing function of the natural organism connected 
with an always indeterminate goal (Ziel) to the specifying singularity of 
the concept of understanding, which always implies a determinate inten- 
tion (Zweck) and thus cannot function as the integrating principle of an 
organic whole (since such a totality always has an indeterminate finality— 
here we find an echo of the theory of genius as Kant developed it).° In 
order to get out of this impasse, Schlegel resorts, in his later texts, to the 
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acknowledgment of a twofold organic model: that of the natural organism, 
cyclical in nature, and that of the spiritual organism, destined to infinite 
evolution. In the case of the spiritual organism, the law of progressive 
integration will take the place occupied by the law of the succession of ages 
in the natural model: the principle of unity is maintained, but it is pro- 
jected onto the axis of an infinite integration rather than onto that of a 
completed cyclical figure. It is this conception of spiritual organic unity 
that will make possible the theory of universal poetry and mark the pas- 
sage from the young Schlegel’s philological notions to the romantic theory 
of the Athenaeum period. 

It will be observed that the conception defended in the Athenaeum pe- 
riod does not take into account an alternative possibility: one might hold 
that modern literature, like ancient literature, is governed by the model of 
the natural cycle, and that therefore both are finite, with the simple differ- 
ence that contrary to ancient literature, modern literature has not yet com- 
pleted its cycle. If Schlegel does not take this alternative into account, it is 
because it contradicts the central thesis of the subjective idealism he is 
defending at that point: the thesis of an infinite progress of self-conscious- 
ness. Yet when in the last years of his life he takes it upon himself to 
reformulate the whole of his historical-philosophical conceptions within a 
conservative and Catholic framework, it is implicitly such a thesis that he 
defends, since he rejects the idea of an infinite progress of history. In The 
Philosophy of History (1828), he thus maintains that history is not gov- 
erned by the principle of “infinite perfection” but by that of the “natural 
cycle.” The modern period nonetheless does not lose all specificity with 
regard to antiquity: universal history is a single cycle, to be sure, but it is 
a cycle that does not end in degeneration but on the contrary in redemp- 
tion; degeneration is only an intermediary stage, that of the Fail of Man, 
it being understood that the upward movement begins with the birth of 
Christ: antiquity, since it precedes the redemptive Passion of Christ, is 
thus profoundly different from the romantic period. 19 

All these rearrangements Schlegel makes in his conception of history 
are connected with transformations in his fundamental ideological op- 
tions. But they are perhaps also due in part to the difficulties inherent in 
organicism conceived diachronically. The latter proceed essentially from 
the fact that an organicist view of history is obliged to consider history 
from the point of view of its real or postulated completion, that is, to con- 
sider historical phenomena from the point of view of a philosophy of His- 
tory that denies what is constitutive for any actual history, namely its un- 
completed and open character. 

In spite of all its negative aspects, organicism is no doubt a response to 
a real problem. In a certain way, the history of Literature arose from dis- 
satisfaction with traditional literary criticism. This dissatisfaction is con- 
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nected with the explosive expansion of literary production at the end of the 
eighteenth century, especially in Germany, and with criticism’s subse- 
quent inability to constitute an effective filter for contemporary writing. ` 
Although Nicolai’s Allgemeine Deutsche Bibliothek was still trying, during 
the second half of the eighteenth century, to offer detailed reviews of all 
the new publications on the German literary market, this goal had gradu- 
ally to be abandoned when confronted by the quantity of books appearing 
each year: more than 1,000 titles at the end of the eighteenth century, more 
than 4,000 around 1820, and more than 8,000 around 1840.8? The same 
thing was happening all over Europe: whereas between 1600 and 1700 
some 250,000 books were published in Europe, the number rose to 2 mil- 
lion between 1700 and 1800.33 Friedrich Schegel’s abandonment of his 
critical activity in 1801, and in the same year his brother August- Wilhelm’s 
refusal to go on writing reviews of books (he had written more than 300 
between 1796 and 1799 for the Jenaische Allgemeine Literaturzeitung'), 
anticipate the passage from criticism to the exclusive practice of the his- 
tory of Literature. Friedrich Schlegel’s assertion that only works that are 
in relation to the overall organism of literature are worthy of being consid- 
ered by the critic certainly shows that the function of organicism is to 
replace critical comprehensiveness, which was no longer feasible, with a 
model that made it possible to select works according to criteria based on 
the speculative theory of Art. At the same time, it is the expression of an 
important institutional change: henceforth literature increasingly escapes 
conscious attempts at critical direction; its profile is governed above all by 
the aleatory developments of the market'35 and the fluctuations of a taste 
that is largely anonymous. Romanticism reacts in two ways to this impos- 
sibility of instituting a contemporary literary canon through a public ac- 
tivity of judging: first, by introducing an increasingly sharp distinction 
between great literature and mass literature, and second, by a retreat to- 
ward the works of the past and toward the construction of a historical 
canon. This prepares the way for a radical distinction between day-to-day 
critical activity and the transmission of the literary tradition, the former 
ultimately ending up in literary journalism, and the latter in the academic 
institutionalization of the history of Literature. 


ANCIENT AND MODERN 


In the history of Literature as its program is sketched out by Schlegel— 
and this goes for Schelling’s and Hegel’s artistic systems as well—the dis- 
tinction between antiquity and the modern age plays a fundamental role. 
It corresponds to an ontic dichotomy: the “ancient” and the “modern” are 
two radically different modes of being. 

The historical caesura between antiquity and the modern age is, in it- 
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self, something that was constructed by early Christianity, which sought to 
distinguish itself from the pagan past; the birth of the sole true religion 
had to correspond to a total break with the past, to a negation of any 
continuity whatever. In other words, this break is a central component of 
early Christianity’s self-image. It is thus constructed on the basis of one of 
its two terms and not on the basis of a neutral position. 

In spite of this break’s religious function, from its very first formulation 
onward it concerns poetry as well. Some early Christian writers in fact 
condemn poetry as such. They repeat in their own way Plato’s accusation: 
poets are liars because they talk about pagan gods, that is, about non- 
existent entities. This accusation is leveled against epic and lyric poetry in 
particular. Such condemnations do not appear to contemplate the idea of 
a possible Christian—and thus “truthful”—epic or lyric poetry. Another 
reproach does not attack the mendacious character of poetry so much as 
the damaging effects that are likely to be produced by the mimesis of rep- 
rehensible actions: the genre targeted here is clearly tragedy, which some 
writers lump together with circus acts.13° 

Nonetheless, these overall condemnations of poetry remained less com- 
mon than the widespread idea according to which pagan poetry must be 
replaced by Christian poetry. The latter need not necessarily be explicitly 
religious, however; while it is true that in the Eastern Church the first 
poetry Christians opposed to the tradition of pagan poetry was in fact 
liturgical in nature, the first works by Christians in the West had no litur- 
gical function. The important thing remains that everyone be persuaded 
that Christian poetry tells the truth, whereas ancient poetry told only lies. 
But often a distinction is drawn between content and form: many authors 
tend to accept pagan models as formal models. ‘The question of the legiti- 
macy of such a distinction (and of the concession to pagan poetry it im- 
plies) already contains in germ the whole Quarrel of the Ancients and the 
Moderns. 

The contrast between antiquity and the modern age is thus anchored in 
the Christian view of history; in other words, the opposition—which is 
supposed to be purely literary—between ancient and modern poetry is in 
fact indebted to a Christian interpretation of European history. Romanti- 
cism, by considering the birth of Christianity the crucial turning point in 
universal history (including the artistic domain), explicitly bases the con- 
trast between antiquity and the modern age on this interpretation. 

The Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns is conceivable only within 
this Christian way of organizing history. If this quarrel, which began in the 
Renaissance, seems irrelevant to the religious problematics of the Middle 
Ages, that is only because it tends increasingly to misunderstand its own 
foundation. Hans Robert Jauss has very rightly pointed out that romanti- 
cism more or less put an end to the history of the Quarrel, and was able to 
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do so because it had recentered the debate: the theological basis for the 
dichotomy, which was often lost from view in the neoclassical quarrels, 
returned in all its power and was brought to a new philosophical “solu- ` 
tion,” since the opposition was given an ontic foundation.'37 

As soon as the evolution of literature (or of art) is conceived within the 
framework of a break between antiquity and the modern age, the question 
about the relation to the past takes a very special form. Thus those who 
counseled imitation of the ancients cannot limit themselves to an argu- 
ment that was put forward by traditionalists in an undivided culture and 
that suggests that people should continue to act as they have acted in the 
past. Within the framework of the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Mod- 
erns, a rupture in fact separates the past in question from current practice. 
For the defenders of the ancients it is precisely this rupture that justifies 
imitatio insofar as the latter is irreducible to traditionalist reproduction 
and includes the idea of a difference in principle between the imitated 
model and the imitating practice. Of course, the justification given for this 
difference in principle may vary. In the seventeenth century it was legiti- 
mated chiefly by rationalist arguments: we have to imitate the ancients 
because their poetic productions coincide with reason’s demands. The 
privileging of the idea of Nature in the eighteenth century produces a 
change in argumentation to which the young Schlegel’s philological writ- 
ings—though Winckelmann had preceded him in this—unambiguously 
testify: we must imitate the ancients because their poetry constitutes a 
perfect natural organism, that is, it exhibits all the characteristics of a 
literature that has developed by virtue of its inner nature. This change is 
important, since the weight of the argumentation no longer rests so much 
on the excellence of certain individual productions as on the internal com- 
pleteness and coherence of a historical period of humanity: ancient litera- 
ture is Literature par excellence. 

As for the defenders of the modern age, the dichotomous structure of 
the historical schema prevents them from resorting to the idea of a contin- 
uous historical progress leading from antiquity to the modern age. If there 
is progress, it has to be discontinuous. Thus the “religious” version of 
modernism maintains that Christianity cannot follow pagan models (an 
argument that served particularly to prohibit the introduction of Christian 
miracles into epic poetry); the “lay” version, for its part, opposes antiq- 
uity’s crudity to the rational enlightenment characterizing the modern pe- 
riod. Paradoxically, the religious basis of the dichotomy strengthens the 
modernist position more than their opponent’s emphasis on imitatio, since 
only the modernist position retains the polemical barb directed against 
antiquity that was the initial motive behind the schema’s genesis. 

For Schlegel, antiquity is to the modern age as the age of Nature is 
opposed to the age of Reason. H. Eichner reminds us that, in the form of 


124 CHAPTER TWO 


the opposition between a spontaneous creation and a creation guided by 
theory, the distinction was already a commonplace in Germany—and in 
Europe as well—when Schlegel first adopted it. Moreover, it was devel- 
oped simultaneously by Friedrich Schiller in his Letters on the Aesthetic 
Education of Humanity (1795) and in On Naive and Sentimental Poetry 
(1795-96), but with a quite different aim. 

In his studies on classical literature, Schlegel often opposes the objective 
character of ancient literature to the “interesting” (interessant) character 
of modern literature. Whereas ancient literature is a purely autotelic liter- 
ature, a poetry of the beautiful, play, and appearance, modern literature 
is in contrast heterotelic: it presupposes an awareness of a schism between 
the real and the ideal, and it is characterized by an interest in the realiza- 
tion of the ideal, in latter’s incarnation in the real.'3° The qualifier “inter- 
esting” applied to modern literature thus means that it is “interested,” that 
it pursues a goal that transcends the simple manifestation of its own aes- 
thetic appearance. In other texts, particularly in the Athenaeum period, 
the dichotomy is formulated differently, but its meaning remains the 
same: ancient poetry is a natural poetry, whereas modern poetry is artifi- 
cial, in the sense that it is based on reflection and on the understanding. 
Hence the former constitutes an organic unity that is total, but finite, 
whereas the latter, although it lacks unity, nonetheless participates in the 
infinitude of the Ideal: “the sublime destiny of modern poetry is nothing 
less than the supreme goal of all poetry,”'39 that is, “absolute beauty, a 
maximum of objective aesthetic perfection. "4° 

Schiller’s opposition between the naive and the sentimental makes use 
of the same criteria. Naive literature is a natural, spontaneous poetry that 
always and everywhere expresses the same sensibility (Empfind- 
ungsweise), just as it derives from the lived unity of nature and humanity. 
Sentimental poetry, en the contrary, arises from the schism between na- 
ture and culture, man has lost nature, he becomes conscious of this loss, 
and—through poetry—seeks to reestablish the originary unity. Sentimen- 
tal poetry is thus dominated by reflection; it is always guided by the 
awareness of a loss and by the interest in an ideal, that is, it always ex- 
presses specific sensibilities, whether satirical (the struggle against finite 
reality) or elegiac (the representation of unity as a lost origin or an ideal to 
come): “To the naive poet nature has granted the privilege of always act- 
ing as an undivided unity, of being at all times an autononious, perfect 
totality, and of incarnating in reality humanity in accord with its full con- 
tent. To the sentimental poet she has given the living desire to reestablish 
through his own resources the unity that abstract life has suppressed 
within him, to make humanity complete in himself and to pass from a 
limited state to an infinite state.”4' As in Schlegel, finitude is the price 
naive poetry pays for its perfection, whereas sentimental poetry compen- 
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sates for its defects by the absolute character of its Ideal: “All reality, we 
know, is inferior to the Ideal; everything that exists has its limits, whereas 
thought is unlimited. The naive poet thus also suffers from this limitation 
to which all sensuous reality is subject, while on the contrary the uncondi- 
tioned freedom of the faculty that invents Ideas serves the sentimental 
poet. Consequently, the naive poet certainly fulfills his task, but the task 
itself is limited; the sentimental poet does not wholly fulfill his task, but his 
task is infinite.” “4? 

While Schlegel’s description of the differences between the ancient and 
the modern parallels Schiller’s description of the differences between the 
naive and the sentimental, the dichotomy’s status nonetheless differs in 
the two authors. In Schlegel the dichotomy forms the two poles of a dialec- 
tical historical schema: the opposition between the two poetries calls for 
their transcendence in a reconciling synthesis.43 As early as the Studium- 
Aufsatz, we find the postulate of a historical synthesis governed by “the 
laws of an objective theory and by the example of classical poetry. ”™4 Sim- 
ilarly, in 1796 Schlegel begins to refer to the religious component in the 
modern period. In a review of a work by Herder, he notes that the desire 
to realize the “divine kingdom” is the common denominator of all modern 
poetry.45 In the Athenaeum period, the dichotomy between antiquity and 
the modern age becomes an integral part of a general historical ontology, 
and hence is identified with the philosophical oppositions between objec- 
tivity and subjectivity, realism and idealism, and so on. According to this 
philosophical interpretation, poetry always merely expresses or realizes 
the tendencies inherent to its period: thus ancient literature is objective, 
finite, and realistic, whereas modern literature is infinite, idealist, and ex- 
alts subjectivity. The only important difference from the views defended at 
the time of the Studium-Aufsatz consists in the strengthening of the second 
pole of the dialectical structure: ancient poetry ceases to be seen as the 
perfect paradigm of art; modern poetry establishes itself on a equal footing 
with ancient, and their unity in universal romantic poetry implies a mu- 
tual interpenetration. 

In Schiller, the picture is entirely different. The birth of Christianity 
does not come into it; thus the opposition between naive and sentimental 
is not that between the ancient and the modern, but in much more specific 
way that between Greek (not ancient!) nature and all culture of under- 
standing after the Greek golden age. The central idea in Schiller’s work is 
an alienation of nature that is not inscribed within a historical dialectic, 
but within a linear evolution: there is no reversal or dialectical synthesis. 
Moreover, whatever period poets write in, they always have a single object, 
namely nature. Consequently, in the period of the culture of the under- 
standing, far from expressing the fundamental principle of their age, they 
oppose it, since through a constraint inherent in their activity, they must 
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always define themselves in relationship to nature. There is therefore no 
necessary (or even tautological) identity, as in Schlegel. between the prin- 
ciples of a period and its poetry: 


To the degree that nature, disappearing from human life, ceased to be present 
in experience and in the acting and feeling subject, we see it appear in the 
world of the poets as an Idea and as an object . . . Everywhere, by their very 
definition, poets are the guardians of nature. Where they cannot completely 
be such, and where they already feel in themselves the destructive influence 
of arbitrary and artificial forms, or where they have had to struggle against 
these forms, they will appear as witnesses to and avengers of nature. Either 
they will be nature or they will seek lost nature. From this result the two 
entirely different poetic manners that exhaust the whole domain of poetry 
and measure its scope. All poets who are truly poets will belong, depending on 
the time in which they flourish or on the contingent circumstances that influ- 
ence their general culture and on the transitory disposition of their souls, to 
the category of naive poets or to that of sentimental poets.4° 


Schiller, contrary to Schlegel, does not start out from a historical construc- 
tion, but from a concept, an a priori deduction of the beautiful and of 
poetry. Moreover, the naive or sentimental nature of poetry is not a direct 
expression of a period that necessarily determines it; historical determina- 
tions and the specificity of the poetic “manner” are external to each other. 
In fact, it is by virtue of this exteriority that history can influence poetry, 
in the same way that fortuitous circumstances can do so. If the poets who 
write in the period of the culture of the understanding, far from being in 
harmony with the spirit of their time, oppose it, it is precisely by virtue of 
the immutable a priori definition of their activity: thus the influence is here 
wholly negative. Finally, Schiller emphasizes the fact that the distinction 
between naive and sentimental is not primarily an opposition between 
historical periods, but rather between poetic “manners, "47 and he reminds 
us that both types of poetry are found in all periods, even if naive poetry 
is dominant in ancient Greece and sentimental poetry is dominant in later 
periods. Thus Euripides is already a sentimental poet, whereas Sha- 
kespeare, Moliére, and Goethe remain naive poets in a period that is none- 
theless favorable to sentimental poetry. In short, Schiller’s interpretation 
of the dichotomy is incompatible with a historicist view of poetry defined 
as the expression of the soul of the period. 

In his Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Humanity, Schiller, having 
contrasted ancient poetry with modern poetry, goes on not to construct 
beauty historically but to deduce it a priori. Greek art is for him an absolute 
paradigm rather than a historical concept. The goal of Schiller’s distinction 
between the naive and the sentimental is thus not to found a history of 
Literature. For Schlegel, on the other hand, the paradigmatic function of 
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Greek art lies essentially in its history: its evolution forms, as we have seen, 
a perfect organism “whose specific history is the universal natural history 
of art "uf 

It is not that in Schiller there is no historical dimension at all. But 
whereas for Schlegel the transcendence of the dichotomy is a kind of a 
nomological historical synthesis that can be predicted, for Schiller it re- 
mains a kind of teleological principle. In Schlegel the unity of the ancient 
and the modern is only one aspect of a general historical eschatology lead- 
ing to the unity of life and poetry, to the establishment of the divine king- 
dom on earth. That is why his proposed theoretical resolution of the Quar- 
rel of the Ancients and the Moderns involves the reintroduction of its relig- 
ious dimension and its insertion to the horizon of a salvation history 
(Heilsgeschichte) that is first pantheistic and later Christian. Schiller, on 
the contrary, emphasizes the fact that the reconciliation of the real and the 
ideal must always take place in the domain of aesthetic appearances, and 
not in existential or historical reality; aesthetic appearance and real exis- 
tence are forever (ewig) separated by absolute barriers.49 The “aesthetic 
State” Schiller refers to at the end of the Letters on the Aesthetic Education 
of Humanity is a regulative Idea and not the final stage of a dialectical 
historical process. Thus poetry, far from incarnating an eschatology of 
historical reality, remains fundamentally a kind of autonomous activity, 
and hence specific and local: Schiller pins all his hopes on the aesthetic 
education of humanity which would permit it to recover in the domain of 
aesthetic appearance the originary unity of feeling and thought defini- 
tively lost in the domain of actual history. For Schlegel, in contrast, mod- 
ern poetry, just like ancient poetry, is a necessary step in the self-realiza- 
tion of the absolute poetical-historical unity that is inscribed within the 
very dialectic of the ancient and the modern. 

The speculative-historical status Schlegel accords to the historical 
break is repeated in its dialectical structuration. The latter is elaborated 
around the notion of a “decisive moment” that is supposed to produce a 
reversal of historical evolution. This decisive moment is first of all the 
birth of Christ, but it is also the present moment, the one in which Schlegel 
is writing; it is only now that humanity is becoming aware of the true 
meaning of universal history and of the function fulfilled by the birth of 
Christianity. The idea is already present in the Stuwdium-Aufsatz, which, 
far from being the expression of its author’s infatuation with Greece (as 
Schiller thought) is in fact an artistic form of the question: What should we 
do? By way of a detour through ancient poetry, Schlegel seeks to impose 
a Copernican revolution on modern letters. In his preface, which dates 
from 1797, he remarks: “Perhaps the first text deals more with the modern 
than the title of the present volume might make it seem or allows. None- 
theless, the relationship of ancient poetry to modern poetry, and the point 
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of studying ancient poetry, in the absolute as well as more precisely for our 
own time, can be established only after a more or less complete character- 
ization of modern poetry.”5° It is current needs that dictate the study of 
ancient poetry, and these needs are those of a decisive moment: “Philoso- 
phy is becoming poetic and poetry is becoming philosophical: history is 
dealt with in poetry and the latter becomes part of history. Even the poetic 
genres exchange their determinations: a lyrical mood (Stimmung) be- 
comes the subject of a drama, a dramatic subject is compressed into a 
lyrical form. This anarchy . . . extends to the whole domain of taste and 
art. "154 Poetic culture has entered a decisive crisis that may turn out to be 
either beneficial or disastrous: “Urgent needs have often created their own 
objects. From despair emerges a new calm, and anarchy becomes the 
mother of a beneficent revolution. Cannot the aesthetic anarchy of our 
time pin its hopes on such a fortunate catastrophe? Perhaps the decisive 
moment has arrived: either taste will undergo a decisive improvement that 
will prevent it from ever regressing and that will cause it to progress neces- 
sarily, or else art will collapse forever and our epoch will have to entirely 
abandon all hope concerning beauty and the restoration of a true art. "5? 
In 1799, the idea that the contemporary age is decisive ceases to be a hope 
and becomes a certainty: “We have seized the poles of humanity and we 
are at the center. What now exists will continue to strengthen itself (poten- 
tialisieren) forever, but there will no longer be a new world or final stage; 
we are living in the ultimate Middle Age.”53 In 1804 he takes up the same 
idea: “The era has not yet begun, it is only in preparation. For the moment 
we are not living in an era, but in the obscurity and chaos of an intermedi- 
ary time. "54 

The idea of a “decisive moment” is connected with two specific charac- 
teristics of Schlegel’s discourse: its programmatic aspect and its historicist 
aspect. The former is found especially at the time of the Athenaeum; it 
makes Jena romanticism the model of the modernist avant-gardes of the 
twentieth century. The second aspect is present in all Schlegel’s texts, in 
the classicist period as well as in the Jena period and after his conversion 
to Catholicism. Historicism does not seem able to get along without the 
idea that the present moment, the one contemporary with the philosopher- 
historian, cannot help being a decisive moment: whether it is a question of 
the aesthetic revolution of the Jena romantics, the stage of absolute knowl- 
edge in Hegel, the genesis of the overman in Nietzsche, or, in a negative 
variant, the age of utter banality in the late romantics or that of “extreme 
danger” in Heidegger—the persistence of the same topos is striking. 

I shall not discuss further Schlegel’s probleinatics of the ancient and the 
modern. It is enough to have shown that it has a structuring function in the 
dialectical conception of the history of Literature, and that it is based on 
a Christian interpretation of history. This interpretation is only implicit in 
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the philological studies written between 1794 and 1797, whose subject is 
still largely limited to the literary sphere. But in the Jena period it becomes 
explicit and combines with the philosophical categories of idealism to give 
rise to the utopia of universal poetry; at this point the literary opposition 
between the Ancients and the Moderns is only a metaphor for an ontic 
rupture that divides history in a historical-ontological eschatology. The 
latter will play a central role in the whole tradition of speculative thought 
about Art which, far from challenging it, only increasingly radicalizes it, 
as we shall see when we analyze Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s positions. 


THe THEORY oF GENRES 


In the history of the theory of literary genres, Jena romanticism is known 
above all for its dialectical triad of epic, lyric, and drama. We know that 
this conceptualization was adopted by objective idealism and ultimately 
became a commonplace of Western literary studies. Its recent retreat is 
more often due to decreasing interest in the generic problem as such than 
to a critical attitude regarding the presuppositions of the triadic theory.'55 

I shall be primarily concerned here with the function of genre theory in 
the project of the history of Literature. I am not interested in the triad as 
such, but only in its epistemological status. In this sense it is on an equal 
footing with the alternative conceptualizations proposed by the romantics, 
and which have enjoyed less historical success. These other conceptualiza- 
tions are numerous: without mentioning the multiple variations on the 
distribution of the differing genres in relation to the philosophical catego- 
ries of objectivity and subjectivity, there are triads that no longer use the 
dialectic of the objective and the subjective, but notions borrowed from 
natural philosophy (epic being described as chemical, lyric poetry as me- 
chanical, and drama as organic), and even systems with four terms,!5° and 
so on. All these more or less convincing conceptualizations fulfill the same 
function in the strategy of the history of Literature. I shall therefore not 
dwell on their specific advantages and disadvantages, and it is solely in the 
interest of simplifying my argument that I shall henceforth refer exclu- 
sively to the triad that became canonical. 

In the project of the history of Literature, the theory of genres is in- 
volved in both the synchronic and diachronic conceptions of organic 
unity. When we analyze Schlegel’s ideas, we find that genres are conceived 
both as a conceptually closed system and as a necessary historical se- 
quence. In his theoretical fragments, Schlegel proposes essentially syn- 
chronic systems, whereas in his historical studies the diachronic aspect is 
dominant. According to strict historicist logic, these two aspects should 
obviously be complementary, in the sense that the essential determina- 
tions (the synchronic system) are supposed to develop historically (in a 
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diachronic system). We nevertheless observe that Schlegel encounters 
many difficulties in bringing them into a single vision: this is essentially 
due, as we shall see, to an interference between the principles of the ge- 
neric classification and certain consequences deriving from the dichotomy 
of antiquity and the modern age. Less of a virtuoso than Hegel in his 
handling of a multidimensional dialectic, Schlegel never succeeded in 
truly integrating into a unity these two competing systems of classification. 
It was perhaps this failure that led him, in his literary studies of the post- 
Jena period, to increasingly play down his theoretical claims in favor of a 
historical-chronological narrative. 

Schlegel’s theory of genres serves as a fundamental classificatory prin- 
ciple that makes it possible to constitute Literature as an organic totality: 
the genres are Literature, which implies that works belong to their genres, 
or express them. The zoological and botanical connotations of the notion 
will be shamelessly exploited (especially in the evolutionist tradition of the 
second half of the nineteenth century), and this notion connects the micro- 
cosmic organism of the individual work (which is, let us recall, the history 
of Literature’s fundamental unit of analysis) with the macrocosmic or- 
ganism of Literature in its historical development. Moreover, in histori- 
cism genres function as basic historical semantic units, in the sense that in 
their respective specificities they are always linked to the general historical 
determinations that they manifest: the spirit of an age or of a people, onto- 
logical determinations, class interests, and so on. In an 1803 text Schlegel 
states: “Through the literature of a people we become acquainted with its 
spirit, the degree of its culture; in a word, its specific being and essence. "197 
Since literature unfolds its essence in genres, the latter are always inti- 
mately connected with general historical determinations. Genre is thus 
situated at a crucial point in the historicist project: it makes it possible 
both to integrate literary phenomena into the unity of an essential literary 
determination and to connect this literary determination with a general 
historical determination. 

In fact, Schlegel identifies the theory of genres with the theory of Litera- 
ture. But the theory of Literature is in turn, as we have already seen, the 
history of Literature. The theory of genres, the history of genres, the the- 
ory of Literature, and the history of Literature are thus only different 
terms for designating the same thing: the knowledge of Literature as an 
organic totality. In Schlegel’s Conversation on Poetry, Marcus points out 
that a genuine generic classification would be simultaneously a history 
and theory of poetry.'5° Ludoviko adds: “It would show us how the imag- 
ination of a poet—himself the product of a poetic creation, and who, as an 
archetype, would be the poet of all poets—is obliged, by virtue of its very 
activity, to limit itself and share itself.” And Lothario explains a little fur- 
ther on that “Poetic genres are, properly speaking, poetry.”59 We find the 
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same idea in an 1804 text: “the specification of genres, achieved in a thor- 
ough way, will sooner or later lead to a historical construction of the total- 
ity of art and poetry.”!©° 

It is here that the diverse generic schemas, including the famous triad, 
come in. The idea that epic, lyric poetry, and drama are the three funda- 
mental poetic genres is not a romantic invention; what is new is the project 
of reducing these three supposedly basic forms to a systematic unity that 
can ground their claim to describe the field of all possible poetry. By 
anchoring the generic triad in the three dialectical moments of idealist 
ontology, Schlegel thinks he can legitimate their a priori necessity. The 
dialectical aspect of this classification lies moreover not only in the pro- 
gress toward a synthesis of the two opposing terms, but also in the idea 
that the three moments are not mutually exclusive but could combine with 
each other. The idea is obviously a truism in the case of the synthetic 
moment, since by definition it includes the two opposed moments; Sch- 
legel thus discovers the lyric and epic elements in ancient drama, and goes 
so far as to speak of the “epic character” of Greek deama 27 Novalis goes 
still further, since he wonders whether the three fundamental forms are 
not instead the constitutive elements of any poem: “Are not epic, lyric, and 
drama simply the three elements of any poem—drama properly speaking 
being only a poem in which the epic element is particularly stressed, and 
so on for the other genres ... ?”'? Thus the systematic unity is not 
grounded on the external relations among three irreducible forms, but on 
an internal relation that diversifies itself according to three aspects that 
combine in varying proportions. 

The other aspect of the generic systematicity lies in its historical unfold- 
ing. in 1794, in Concerning the Schools of Greek Poetry, Schlegel proposes 
a historical-systematic schema. He distinguishes an Ionian school, a 
Dorian school, and an Attic school; the first corresponds to the natura! 
ideal of poetry, the second to the cultural ideal (Bildung), and the third, 
the highest stage, to the ideal of beauty. He makes a genre correspond to 
each of these three stages: first epic, then lyric, and finally drama 29 He 
adds a fourth term, the Alexandrine school, characterized by scholarship 
and the practice of art for art’s sake, but to which no specific genre corre- 
sponds and whose status is purely historical. With countless variations, 
this concern to master historical evolution within a systematic, organic 
unity is present in many later texts. Thus in 1803 the generic triad is iden- 
tified with the triad of legend, song, and theatrical representation, and 
Schlegel explains that “these three elements or stages” are found in all 
poetry and establish the essence of epic, of lyrical poetry, and of drama.'°4 
In the background of all these postulated evolutions there is the same dia- 
lectical schema governed by the categories of objective and subjective. 

Nevertheless, in reading through Schlegel’s writings on the history of 
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Literature one observes that he does not really succeed in putting his his- 
torical exposition into the triadic schema. This is manifest in the essay 
“Periods of poetry” included in the Conversation on Poetry: the whole 
series of considerations is put under the sign of the organic model, but the 
metaphor of branching out is clearly dominant over that of a dialectical 
development. It is possible, of course, to discover a few traces that go back 
to the theme of a dialectical evolution; thus iambic poetry is described as 
the “exact opposite of mythical poetry,” that is, epic, and Schlegel adds 
that it is “for precisely that reason the second focal point of Hellenic po- 
etry.”!°5 But the text makes no reference to the synthetic function of drama 
and it lists, moreover, a great many other genres whose reducibility to the 
three fundamental genres is not at all clear. To be sure, this lack of inte- 
gration of the theory into the history, which might be illustrated by many 
other examples, is perhaps not solely the result of an incapacity: contrary 
to Hegel, Schlegel—even at the time of the Athenaeum, when he indulges 
passionately in classificatory exercises that are as diverse as they are ab- 
stract—always retains a certain skepticism with regard any historical- 
systematic construction that claims to be totalizing. Nevertheless, by set- 
ting forth the ideal of an integration of theory and history, he puts himself 
squarely within the orbit of the Hegelian project, and it is hard not to 
measure him by the yardstick of what Hegel was to achieve. 

The difficulties Schlegel encounters in structuring his historical recon- 
struction of ancient poetry with the help of the canonical triad are nothing 
compared with those with which he finds himself confronted as soon as he 
tries to account for modern poetry. Here in fact it is the very project of a 
generic theory that enters into open conflict with one of the fundamental 
principles of the dichotomy of ancient and modern: their opposition in 
accord with the categories of the objective and the subjective. If the mod- 
ern age is the age of subjectivity and individuality, it is difficult to see how 
its poetic creations could be reduced to a system of genres, that is, to a set 
of objective, universal determinations. One of Jena romanticism’s central 
propositions is precisely its negation of the validity of genre concepts in the 
domain of modern and romantic poetry. We find in Schlegel’s works nany 
categorical assertions to this effect: “All the classical poetic genres, in their 
rigorous purity, are now laughable.” Or again: “We can just as well say 
that there is an infinity of progressive literary genres as that there is only 
one. Therefore, there is not any at all; for a genre cannot be conceived 
without a co-genre. ”!67 

But we must distinguish two steps in this denial that generic categories 
are pertinent. As early as his classical studies, Schlegel asserts that modern 
poetry is characterized by the mixture of genres and the erasure of their 
mutual limits. In this it contrasts with Greek poetry, which as we have seen 
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constitutes the paradigm of a literary organism developed in accord with 
its essential determinations. However, if modern poetry is a mixture of 
genres, that means that it remains nonetheless entirely subject to generic 
determinations, to the point that antiquity can provide its paradigm: “The 
boundaries of [antiquity’s| literary genres were not established artificially 
by arbitrary distinctions and mixtures; they were produced and deter- 
mined by formative nature itself. . . . [Greek poetry] contains in reality the 
pure and primary elements in accord with which we must first analyze the 
mixed products of modern poetry in order to understand its labyrinthine 
chaos.”!©8 Antiquity thus is supposed to present in their purity elements 
that continue to determine modern poetry, but in an entirely chaotic way. 
At the time of the Athenaeum, the denial becomes more radical: Schlegel 
no longer limits himself to asserting that modern poems are generic mix- 
tures but maintains on the contrary that they are radically a-generic. 
There is only a single romantic genre, which is universal poetry itself, 
infinitely developing; or, what amounts to the same thing, there are as 
many romantic genres as there are romantic texts—in other words, there 
is an infinite number of them. Each romantic book is its own genre. Obvi- 
ously, from such a point of view the paradigmatic function of the ancient 
system of genres is abolished, and as early as the fragments in the Lyceum 
(1797) we read: “The Ancients are neither the Jews, nor the Christians, nor 
the English of poetry. They are not a people of artists chosen by God’s 
decree; they do not contain the faith and beauty without which there is no 
salvation; they do not have a monopoly on poetry.”!©9 H. Eichner thinks 
this fragment constitutes a “public revocation of his early writings, ”'7° but 
this expression seems to me too strong, since even at the time of the y- 
ceum and the Athenaeum Schlegel does not question the dichotomy be- 
tween ancient and modern. What does change is his overall evaluation of 
modern literature and his conception of the ancient model in the future 
evolution of the modern age. When all is said and done, and in spite of 
many hesitations, Schlegel’s early writings are still inscribed partly within 
the framework of an aesthetics of the beautiful, that is, within the frame- 
work of an a priori aesthetics that allows him to exhort Moderns to take 
ancient beauty as a model. "9 On the other hand, at the time of the Athe- 
naeum, Schlegel abandons any idea of an autonomy of the realms of the 
beautiful, the just, and the true in favor of his theory of universal poetry 
conceived as fundamental ontological knowledge. This overturns the 
foundations of the dichotomy of the ancient and the modern, and makes 
pessible, as we have seen, its historical-theological resolution. But at the 
same time Schlegel grants precedence to modern poetry, so that the syn- 
thesis no longer resides in the modern age’s return to the (ancient) ideal of 
beauty, but on the contrary in an integration of the ancient beauty into 
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romantic poetry conceived as absolute synthesis—whence, in the domain 
of genre, the idea of a “romanticization” of ancient genres, that is, of an 
erasure of their specificity and determinate character. 

Thus the opposition between the ancient and the modern, which, at the 
time of Schlegel’s studies on ancient literature was supposed to establish 
the paradigmatic function of the ancient system of genres for the theory 
and history of Literature, ends up, because of its evolution toward an ontic 
opposition, opposing this initial goal, and at the same time making practi- 
cally impossible the integration of the theory of genres into the history of 
Literature. 

Schlegel was perhaps obscurely aware of the dead end at which he had 
arrived. This might explain his momentary effort to replace the model of 
the historicized system, or of the systematized history, by the distinction 
between a pure poetics and an applied poetics. A posthumously published 
fragment reads: “Only the poetic genres that have absolute validity can be 
deduced in pure poetics. The epic can be deduced only in applied poetics, 
like all the forms that are valid only for classical poetry or progressive 
poetry. "72 Another fragment is still more radical: “It may be that in a pure 
poetics no genre would subsist; poetics is at once pure and applied, empir- 
ical and rational.”'73 But to go down that road would have entailed aban- 
doning the fundamental project of the history of Literature, which was 
conceived precisely as a transcendence of the schism between the rational 
and the empirical, between the theoretical and the historical; thus it is not 
surprising that Schlegel abandoned his distinction between pure and ap- 
plied poetics. 

Ultimately, Schlegel appears not to have succeeded in developing his 
theory of genres in a coherent manner, even though such a theory was 
required as a central component of the history of Literature. He therefore 
never succeeded in giving a satisfactory answer to the question he asked in 
a fragment in the Athenaeum—a question that is the question of the his- 
tory of Literature (insofar as it is an essentialist theory): “Must poetry be 
purely and simply divided? Or must it remain one and indivisible, or else 
move from division to reunion?”'74 A genuine answer to this question 
would have to wait for Hegel. 


CHAPTER 3 


The System of Art (Hegel) 


T, READ Hegel’s diatribes against the Jena romantics (and especially 
against the Schlegel brothers) in his Aesthetics, one might suppose that 
his aesthetic conceptions were irreducibly opposed to the theory developed 
by the Jena thinkers. But as often happens, these attacks are the sign of a 
close relationship as much as of an irrevocable opposition: a close relation- 
ship in the function of ontological revelation with which Art is endowed, 
but also in the project of an evaluative definition of Art; an irreducible 
opposition with regard to the hierarchical positions of Art and philosophy. 
Whereas we have seen the Jena romantics put Art on the same level as 
philosophy, and even grant the former superiority over the latter, for 
Hegel, in contrast, the speculative function of philosophical rationality is 
more powerful than that of Art. 

By once again clearly separating Art from philosophy, Hegel avoids an 
epistemological difficulty that was the backdrop of romantic theory, even 
if it had hardly been made explicit. This difficulty takes two forms, de- 
pending on whether one approaches it from the intensional or extensional 
point of view. From the intensional point of view: if Art equals or even 
surpasses philosophical discourse in speculative power, how can phi- 
losophical discourse still constitute itself as a discourse on Art? Or again: 
if Art is the fundamental organic speculative organ, how can there still be 
a theory of Art? The problem also arises if the absolute character of Art is 
determined extensionally, that is, if we see in it the completed totality of all 
the fundamental discourses (religion, philosophy, politics, ethics), and 
even of all human activities: how can philosophical discourse make Art its 
object if it is itself one of its elements? 

This difficulty had already been encountered by Schelling. At first, in 
the period of transcendental idealism, he still conceived Art as did the 
romantics, that is, he granted it a certain privilege with regard to philoso- 
phy. Like the Jena thinkers, he believed that philosophy, contrary to Art, 
is incapable of gaining access to absolute identity: “The work of art alone 
reflects what could not be otherwise reflected, absolute identity, which is 
already divided even in the ego; only the magic of art causes to be reflected 
in its works that which the philosopher divides in the primordial act of 
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consciousness and which remains inaccessible to any other intuition.”? 
Whence the famous claim in the System of Transcendental Idealism that 
“art is the sole and unique organon, the sole and unique proof of philoso- 
phy,”3 a claim that is a distant echo of reflections of Holderlin, Schelling, 
and Hegel in The Oldest Systematic Program of German Idealism (1794), 
where we read: “I am convinced that the supreme act of reason, the one in 
which it embraces all ideas, is an aesthetic act and that truth and goodness 
are sisters only when united in beauty.”4 However, if art is the organon of 
philosophy, it can hardly become an object of philosophy; it is rather a 
part of it.5 Thus Schelling, far from anticipating a speculative deduction of 
Art, expresses hope that philosophy will return to the primordial ocean of 
poetry.° 

It is only when Schelling has put the final touches on his philosophy of 
identity (from 1801 onward), that is, when he has granted philosophical 
discursivity the ability to accede to the One and All, that he can contem- 
plate the possibility of also developing a philosophy of Art. And we must 
add that in The Philosophy of Art (1802) the situation is not always very 
clear. To be sure, Schelling sets out from the idea that henceforth it is not 
philosophy that needs Art, but the reverse: “Only philosophy is capable of 
reopening for reflection the primitive springs of art that have dried up.”7 
Similarly, the genericity of philosophy is more important than the specifi- 
city of its object: “Our science must be philosophical. That is the essential 
point: that it is a philosophy of art is only a contingent aspect of our con- 
cept.”® But this contingency is entirely relative, for “only that which, in its 
singularity, is able to open toward the Infinite can be the object of a con- 
struction, and hence of philosophy.” “Art, in order to become an object of 
philosophy, must therefore represent, or at least be capable of represent- 
ing, the Infinite through its own singularity.”9 Like nature, and like his- 
tory, Art is an incarnation of the Absolute. Therefore, since it is not an 
organon of philosophy, it must be an analogon of it: “[art’s] dignity 
equals that of philosophy; whereas the latter presents the absolute in the 
Urbild, art presents it in the Gegenbild.”'° If philosophy presents the ar- 
chetype (Urbild) of the Absolute, that is because it presents it in ideality; 
if Art presents the counter-type (Gegenbild) of the Absolute, that is be- 
cause it presents it in objective reality; but ideality and reality are both 
potentialities (Potenzen) of the Absolute, and as such they are isomorphic. 
Hence Art must trace in objectivity exactly the same figures that philoso- 
phy traces in the domain of ideality: the system of the arts is only a partic- 
ular realization of the fundamental ontology; Art is the “real presentation 
of the forms of things as they are in themselves, and thus it presents the 
forms of the Urbilder.”" It is clear that the gap between philosophy and 
Art is minimal. Is it enough for Art to be an object of philosophy? Accord- 
ing to Schelling, to the extent that ideality is always a more elevated reflec- 
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tion of the real, the ideal reflection that is in the philosopher is more ele- 
vated than the real reflection that is in the artist. Yet philosophy, insofar 
as it is opposed to art, is always only ideal: it thus remains deficient (it is 
only ideal, nur ideal), and hence the two activities join at the summit, 
without one of them being reducible to the other. In other words, philoso- 
phy can certainly take Art as its object, but it nonetheless remains incapa- 
ble of absorbing its objectivity and ensuring that it is subsumed without 
remainder.” 

This idea that philosophy has a deficiency, even if minimal, and that 
therefore a reduction of Art to philosophy without remainder is impossi- 
ble, is not accepted by Hegel; the separation between Art and philosophy 
that he establishes is intended to be sharper. Of course, although he pro- 
poses to separate the two activities more firmly, that does not mean that he 
returns to the situation before the romantics. Before romanticism, the sep- 
aration was due to the nonexistence of Art as a philosophical concept; the 
two domains were separated because philosophy had nothing to say about 
artistic practices, or rather had no more to say about them than about any 
other human activity. Hegel, on the other hand, retains the heart of the 
romantic revolution, namely the establishment of Art as ontological 
knowledge, and hence the definition of artistic practices as having a spec- 
ulative function. If Art can (once again) be an object of philosophy, it will 
nonetheless be a special object in the sense that, as in Schelling, Art is more 
closely connected to philosophy than are other objects. 

The Hegelian solution to the epistemological problem inherent in ro- 
mantic theory consists in considering Art as a speculative representation, 
but in placing it lower than philosophy, and doing so in a much more 
consistent manner than Schelling. If we could interpret the Hegelian sys- 
tem in a synchronic perspective, we could say that he conceives the rela- 
tionships between the philosophical theory of Art in accord with a sort of 
theory of logical types: philosophy is of a type superior to Art, and that is 
why it can bear on Art, without the latter ceasing to be situated in funda- 
mentally the same sphere as it is. The relation is asymmetrical: to the 
extent that philosophy is the logically superior type, Art cannot, contrary 
to what the romantics thought, make any assertion whatever concerning 
philosophy. This logical distinction is also found, by virtue of the histori- 
cist postulate, in the diachronic domain: if Art is inferior to philosophy, 
this also implies that it comes before philosophy, that it constitutes philos- 
ophy’s past. Because of this historical thesis, the separation of the two 
spheres is much greater than it is in Schelling. 

Nonetheless, even the Hegelian solution remains problematic, to the 
extent that the hierarchy continues to be situated within the boundaries of 
a single domain, which is that of absolute Spirit, the ultimate stage in the 
self-development of Being or of God. Because it enters into the domain of 
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absolute Spirit, Art is, for example, distinguished from the political-juridi- 
cal sphere, which is also a stage on the way to the self-realization of Spirit, 
but a stage that belongs to an inferior sphere, that of objective Spirit. In 
other words, the relationships Hegel sets up between Art and philosophy 
(like those between religion and philosophy) remain privileged and am- 
biguous. Thus he finds himself forced to reduplicate the distinction be- 
tween artistic representation and philosophical knowledge concerning it 
by means of a hierarchy of the speculative organs: philosophy is not only 
the metadiscourse of Art, but it is also and at the same time of a kind of 
truth more fundamental than Art. That is, the logical distinction between 
discourse and meta-discourse (or between artistic representation and the 
philosophical knowledge that has this representation as its object) is re- 
peated in an evolving hierarchy of representational and discursive prac- 
tices. Hegel thus does not really succeed in defusing the conflict between 
the two speculative activities. 

The Aesthetics cannot be reduced to the role it plays in the tradition of 
the speculative theory of Art. It is also, and especially, one of the great 
texts in the Western aesthetic tradition. Hegel is, if not an art critic, at least 
a literary critic whose intelligence and sensibility are often fascinating. 
Moreover, once one has eliminated all the aspects that link the Aesthetics 
to the tradition of the speculative theory of Art, one has still not finished 
dealing with his theoretical project. Hegel’s profound originality resides in 
the fact that he is the first theorist of art who tries seriously to associate a 
historical hermeneutics with a semiotic analysis of the arts: a double pro- 
ject, represented respectively by the theory of the three forms of art (sym- 
bolic art, classical art, and romantic art) and by the semiotic system of the 
five arts (architecture, sculpture, painting, music, and poetry). Taken sep- 
arately, neither of these two ideas is original; the semiotic analysis goes 
back to Aristotle, and the historical hermenutics is a typically romantic 
project (Friedrich Schlegel’s history of Literature bears witness to this). 
But the romantics had never seriously attempted to unify them, and al- 
though one can find elements of such an attempt in Solger or Schelling, 
their solutions never attain the scope of the Hegelian construction. One 
cannot help but admire the formidable inclusive power of Hegel’s system, 
his capacity to mix together the most diverse elements, and to maintain in 
spite of everything the coherence of his overall worldview. 


ART 


Like the romantics, Hegel defines Art both as a speculative enterprise op- 
posed to the prosaic knowledge of the understanding and as an ecstatic 
being-in-the-world opposed to empirical being-in-the-world. To use his 
own terminology: in Art, Spirit leaves the sphere of finite Spirit as it is 
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embodied in man’s individual and social life and accedes to its final stage 
of development, that of absolute Spirit, that is, the stage where knowledge 
and reality, subject and object, spiritual and sensuous, etc. are reconciled. 
This opposition between Art and the understanding is conceivable only 
because Art as such is defined—there again in accord with romanticism— 
as a form of knowledge, eine Gestalt des Wissens.“ It is based on the idea 
of a close relationship between Art and reason, and hence between Art and 
philosophy. This parallel between reason and Art and their common op- 
position to the understanding aims first of all to establish the autotelic 
character of Art. In fact, the understanding is always subordinated, be- 
cause it grasps the real as an external objectivity that is opposed to it and 
to which it subjects itself. Therefore it finds its determination outside itself. 
Inversely, reason is autotelic, since it no longer considers the real as some- 
thing that opposes knowledge from outside; on the contrary, it sees itself 
as identical with it. In the understanding’s knowledge, alterity appears as 
exteriority, whereas for reason it is only a specific phase of knowledge, the 
one in which it gives itself an objective reality. Reason thus has within 
itself its own object and its own finality. The same autotelic character is 
found in Art: the true artistic work is not in the service of a transcendent 
meaning (as is an imperfect work, that of symbolic art) or an external goal 
(as is an artisanal product), whether this goal be usefulness or pleasure; it 
finds its finality in its own Dasein which is the unity of sensuous external 
appearance and internal spirituality, the unity of manifestation and sig- 
nification. Truth is not symbolized by the work, it is incarnate in it." 

There is, however, a difference between Art and reason, or at least be- 
tween Art and pure Thought, that is, philosophical speculation. In the 
domain of thought, absolute Spirit is determined as the unity of the ideal 
(Knowledge) and the real (Being) in thought, whereas in Art this same 
unity is realized in sensuous reality, whether in the three-dimensional ma- 
teriality of the plastic arts, the two-dimensional appearance of painting, 
the evanescent sound of music, or the imaginative representation of po- 
etry. This difference, as we shall see, is heavy with consequences, since it 
will ground the superiority of philosophy over Art. 

To ground his opposition between Art as ecstatic reality and empirical 
being-in-the-world, Hegel first criticizes the commonplace according to 
which art works are merely illusions (Schein) opposed to the material real- 
ity of the world. In fact, he objects, this commonplace must be reversed in 
order to find the true definition of Art. Here Hegel takes advantage of the 
ambiguity of the term Schein(en), which means both manifestation (phe- 
nomenon) and illusion. He defends a twofold thesis: a) it is the sensuous 
world that is an illusion (Schein), because it presents itself as a self-suffi- 
cient reality, and thus fails to see that it is grounded in Spirit; b) Art, on 
the contrary, to the extent to which it transforms the sensuous world into 
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an appearance (Schein) produced by the artistic imagination, at the same 
time transforms it into a manifestation (Scheinen) of Spirit, and thus re- 
veals its true being, its Truth. When classical sculpture represents the 
human body as an ideal body, as the manifestation of the divine soul liber- 
ated from all imperfection due to biological contingency, it simultaneously 
reveals what it really is, namely an objectification of Spirit. Inversely, the 
biological body, subject to the vicissitudes of life and time, succeeds in this 
only very imperfectly and rarely. Far from being an illusion, a statue of a 
Greek god makes its sensuous substrate transparent and makes it glow 
with its own internal spirituality; it thus accomplishes the sublation (Auf- 
hebung) of sensuous reality, transforming it into an epiphany-like mani- 
festation of Spirit. In other words, artistic representation abolishes the 
realm of illusion constituted by a sensuous reality that is reified (cut off 
from its ideal foundation): it changes it into a manifestation of the truth, 
which is nothing other than the unity of the essence and of its manifesta- 
tion in the phenomenon—a unity that goes unrecognized in the sensuous 
immediacy of this same reality: “The essence is found [. . .] not behind the 
phenomenon or beyond it, but, because the essence is what exists, exis- 
tence is a phenomenon (Erscheinung).”" 

The artistic work, the incarnation of the Idea in a sensuous form, is thus 
the truth of sensuous reality. This ability of the artistic world to transform 
the world of sensuous reality into the transparent substratum of the Idea 
results from the fact that art is created by the artist, and is thus, by birth, 
the conscious exteriorization of Spirit, and more precisely of the imagina- 
tion (Phantasie).” Like pure thought, the imagination is part of the do- 
main of reason, and hence of Spirit, which produces itself to the extent that 
it is conscious of its identity with the forms in which it exteriorizes itself. 
But unlike reason, imagination gives a sensuous form" to its spiritual con- 
tent, because it is only in this sensuous form that the imagination is able 
to become conscious of it, to apprehend it. 

As the unity of the sensuous and the spiritual, Art thus arises from a 
twofold impulse. On one hand, sensuous reality—which enters into the 
artistic work only as appearance (and not as materiality and weight)—is 
transformed into a sort of ideal sensibility: it is spiritualized. But inversely 
as well, spirituality, to the extent that it is mediated by the imagination, is 
made sensuous. Art is thus the coalescence of sensuous reality and its spir- 
itual foundation. It saves the phenomena, the finite world, so to speak, by 
anchoring them in the Absolute: “Art liberates the true content of phe- 
nomena from the pure appearance and deception of this bad, transitory 
world, and gives them a higher actuality, born of the spirit.”'9 

Like any romantic theory, Hegel’s theory of Art is an aesthetics of con- 
tent: the unity of Art is guaranteed by the universality of its content, which 
is common to all the arts; the latter’s differentiations are due solely to the 
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semiotic diversity of the substrates in which Art is incarnated. Because of 
the speculative character of Art, and hence because of its participation in 
the sphere of absolute Spirit, this content is the same as that of philosophy 
and religion; the differentiation of these three spiritual activities is also 
realized solely through the distinction of their semiotic forms. 

What then is this content that Art shares with religion and philosophy? 
In general terms, we already know the answer to this question, but it be- 
comes specific depending on level of analysis one adopts. At the most ab- 
stract level of analysis, art’s content is the Idea, that is, the Concept insofar 
as it is at the same time the whole of reality, that is, once again, the Abso- 
lute, the truth of Being. At a less abstract level of analysis, Hegel tells us 
that Art must make conscious and formulate (zum Bewufstsein bringen 
und aussprechen) “the Divine (das Gottliche), man’s most elevated inter- 
ests, the most fundamental truths of the Spirit.”?° The theological refer- 
ence is in no way metaphorical: for Hegel, Art is truly in conformity with 
its essence only when it manifests theological contents. But he immediately 
adds that to the extent that artistic representation is always individualized 
and diversified (since it represents the Absolute in a form that is sensuous, 
and thus necessarily particular), it cannot represent the Divine in its abso- 
lute universality. The latter is accessible only to determinations of 
thought, and it cannot be represented in a sensuous form.” Whence the 
Hebrew prohibition of any sensuous representation of God. Art can repre- 
sent universality only to the extent that it individualizes itself, particular- 
izes itself in sensuous forms. Thus it can represent the Divine only if it is 
particularized and realized through particular figures, each of them hav- 
ing its own determination. These particular figures are the pagan gods, 
and especially the Greek gods, since of all the ancient religions, only Greek 
religion succeeds in diversifying the universality of the Divine into a set of 
particular figures that form a complete circle in which the Divine makes 
itself explicit in an organic manner. As for the Christian religion, although 
it is not directly opposed to artistic representation, unlike Greek religion it 
no longer finds in the latter its paradigmatic form. 

However, if the content of Art were limited to the representation of the 
gods, its domain would be reduced to religious art in the strict sense of the 
term. That is clearly not what Hegel means. More generally, any substan- 
tial human reality can become the content of Art, it being understood that 
human reality, as soon as it involves the interests of Spirit, participates in 
the Divine and expresses it (at the same time that it manifests the imma- 
nent character of the Divine). Thus Art is not limited to the representation 
of the world of Greek mythology, even if the latter is the world of Art par 
excellence. 

In view of the paradigmatic function Hegel here attributes to the Greek 
theological world, the religious determination of Art may seem paradoxi- 
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cal: artistic activity reaches its summit when it expresses a still inadequate 
theology, namely the pantheistic theology of the Olympian gods; inversely, 
it proves inadequate to the expression of the completed theology of Chris- 
tianity. To be sure, to the extent that in the figures of Christ, the Holy 
Family, the saints and the martyrs, Christian religion also acknowledges 
a relative diversification and multiplicity of the Divine, it remains compat- 
ible with artistic representation. Moreover, romantic art can clearly also 
represent purely human reality when the latter expresses the substantial 
realities of Spirit. Nonetheless, this external diversification is never more 
than secondary, especially since it maintains only a purely contingent re- 
lation with spiritual interiority. Hegel thus reminds us that in Christian 
art, Christ is not represented with an ideal body, as the Greek gods are; his 
body is no longer the adequate expression of interiority but merely his 
mortal shell (it can thus be shown tortured by pain, just as it can be repre- 
sented as a cadaver). This does not mean that Christian theology must be 
identified with the abstract universalism characteristic of the Hebrew God; 
on the contrary, Hegel accords a capital philosophical and historical im- 
portance to the fact that the Christian God was made flesh, and thus incar- 
nated himself in a particular sensuous reality. In fact, whereas the relig- 
ions of the Orient fall short of the Greeks’ religion of Art, Christianity 
surpasses the latter, since it takes the sensuous incarnation of God to its 
dialectical resolution, to its ‘Truth, to its self-transcendence in the passion, 
death, and resurrection of Christ. 

All this explains why romantic art moves away from the point of perfect 
equilibrium that was classical art (and especially classical sculpture): it is 
characterized by the hegemony of the spiritual element over the sensuous 
element, and hence its interest shifts from sculpture—an art of the equilib- 
rium between interiority and exteriority)— toward the arts in which in- 
teriority is predominant: painting and music (poetry, although described 
as romantic art in one of the intermediary rubrics of the Aesthetics—these 
rubrics are in any case probably not Hegel’s—in reality occupies a far 
more complex position). Let us add that to the extent to which spiritual 
interiority detaches itself from its sensuous garb, the latter can paradoxi- 
cally free itself and be artistically cultivated for its own sake: Hegel sees an 
example of this in the Dutch painting, which develops in the direction of 
a pure virtuosity of colors and chiaroscuro. 

The content of Art is theological, yet Art is not limited to religious mo- 
tifs. Any fact that expresses a substantial reality, i.e., that is intelligible as 
a determination of absolute thought, has a theological dimension and can 
thus become a motif of Art. The determination of its content (which one 
finds in the chapter entitled Die Bestimmtheit des Ideals?) is thus not 
limited to the enumeration of religious motifs, but also takes into account 
motifs borrowed from human reality when the latter manifests itself as the 
finite existence? of the Divine. 
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In his progressive specification of the content, Hegel distinguishes three 
levels: 

a) The general state of the world (der allgemeine Weltzustand), which 
is incarnated in a worldview (Weltanschauung). By virtue of the general 
definition of Art (the unity of universality and particularity in a sensuous 
actualization), all worldviews are not equally favorable to artistic repre- 
sentation. The state of the world that is most suitable is the one in which 
the universal determinations and human individuality in its particularity 
and subjective autonomy coincide, and hence where particularity is the 
immediate incarnation of universality. For the unity must be immediate 
and not mediated by abstract thought, as is the case in the life of the 
understanding, and also in that of philosophy. This immediate unity in- 
carnates itself in the individual and in social life. At the level of the indi- 
vidual, it corresponds to the determinations of the character and the soul. 
The man who realizes himself through his character and his soul does not 
situate himself facing the world (as does the man who apprehends the 
world through his understanding), he lives in the world. Social life, for its 
part, must not be regulated by a legal order, in other words, ethics, justice, 
etc. must not yet have taken the form of an objective external necessity in 
the form of the State and public law; on the contrary, the soul must coin- 
cide with its values, must draw them from its own resources. This is the 
“heroic age,” the world of the Homeric epics and, to a lesser extent, that of 
the epic poems of the Middle Ages. The individual in the heroic age finds 
the source of his actions in his own character, his individual soul and 
pathos. But this individuality is not opposed as a particularity to the uni- 
versality of a State or civil society, as does the formal subjectivity of the 
prosaic age (that is our own). On the contrary, it is always identified with 
the universality of a clan, a tribe, or a family; the heroic individual, if he 
absolutely coincides with what he is doing, absolutely coincides at the 
same time with the values of his community, with the soul of his people, 
the Volksgeist. The individual of civilized ages, on the other hand, to the 
extent that he is split into a private individual and a public individual, 
distinguishes between his states of mind and his external action; he ac- 
cedes to the status of an abstract juridical person cut off from traditional 
bonds. The modern individual is therefore scarcely a good subject for ar- 
tistic representation (at most, he can be incarnated in the hero of a novel, 
and we know how ironic Hegel is about the heroes of novels). 

The thesis of the ethnic nature of all art is central in the Aesthetics. Art 
always realizes itself in a specific Volksgeist, so that to write the history of 
Art amounts to writing the history of the national arts. At least in princi- 
ple: in fact, and especially as soon Hegel moves on to romantic art, he is 
often (fortunately, I would add) unfaithful to his postulate. In any case, 
the claim that the state of the world suitable for Art is the one realized by 
the heroic ages, that is, the ages in which individuals (and especially great 
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individuals) identify themselves with the soul of their people, provides the 
justification for this ethnic conception. If art must represent spiritual uni- 
versality insofar as the latter incarnates itself in particular sensuous reali- 
ties, if moreover this incarnation is possible only when the lives of great 
individuals coincide with the soul of their people, and finally if this coinci- 
dence can be achieved only in the heroic ages when peoples are strongly 
individualized and oppose each other as so many collective individuals, 
then it goes without saying that Art is always linked to an ethnically spec- 
ified worldview and that it can truly flourish only when the life of peoples 
is incarnated in pronounced ethnic particularities. 

b) The “particularity of the situation” that particularizes itself against 
the background of the worldview: it results from the individualization of 
the Divine into autonomous, specific wills; it introduces difference and 
possibly conflict. Hegel distinguishes three possibilities: 


1) The absence of situation (Sitwationslosigkeit), that is, the representation of 
substantial individuality in an entirely tranquil immobility. This is 
achieved, for example, in the hieratic postures found in Egyptian sculpture. 

2) The nonconflictual situation, which is still called “indifferent activity.” This 
is found chiefly in Greek sculpture, which has a predilection for representing 
non-conflictual activities; think of Lysippus’s Hermes at Rest, Myron’s Dis- 
cobolus, etc. 

3) The conflictual situation, that is, the struggle between two individual wills, 
each of which represents a substantial aspect of the Divine. This situation is 
the object par excellence of dramatic art,?4 and more generally of verbal art, 
which is alone capable of bringing a conflict to its resolution (the plastic arts 
can represent only a moment of the conflict, but not the conflict in its totality 
as a process of separation and reconciliation). 

4) The action as a particularity that results from the conflictual situation inso- 
far as the latter includes substantial differences that lead to a collision of 
wills. The action is the completed concretization of the Ideal of the Beautiful 
and the nodal point of Art: “The action is the clearest revelation of the Indi- 
vidual . . . and action, because of its spiritual origin, wins its greatest clarity 
and definiteness in spiritual expression also, i.e. in speech alone.”?5 What are 
the motives of the action? They are, Hegel tells us, “the eternal relationships 
of religion and morality: family, homeland, State, Church, glory, friendship, 
social status, dignity, and, in romantic art, honor and love and so on.”?° The 
most concrete determination of Art, that of the motifs of conflictual action, 
thus shows us at the same time what the substantial interests are, the stakes 
and the contents in which the Divine particularizes itself in its intramundane 
existence. 


The first thing that strikes us in this determination of the content of Art 
is the extent to which in reality it always refers to specific arts, which 
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moreover change depending on the level of analysis. Thus the general 
definition of Art, opposing the sensuous incarnation of the idea achieved 
by Art to its presence as thought in philosophy, clearly refers to the model ` 
of sculpture. The latter is moreover said to be Art par excellence, since, 
notably through the representation of the Olympian gods, it realizes the 
fundamental principle of Art, the incarnation of spirituality in a sensuous, 
corporeal form. On the other hand, when Hegel deduces the specific deter- 
minations of the content of Art in order to arrive at the action as an essen- 
tial moment, it is clear that he has changed his paradigm; he is no longer 
concerned with sculpture but with literature, and more precisely with dra- 
matic poetry, since he explains that the motifs of the action must be incar- 
nated in an individual pathos, the latter being “the proper center, the true 
domain, of art.”?? The matter becomes still more complicated by the fact 
that when he determines the situation of the world that is the most ade- 
quate to Art—a determination that is absolutely essential, since all the 
later historical axiology is oriented with respect to it—and asserts that this 
age is none other than the heroic age, the way in which he defines the latter 
clearly refers to the paradigm of the Homeric epics. Now, it is not easy to 
see why this heroic age, that is, archaic Greece, should also be the period 
most favorable to the other arts, for example to sculpture and lyric poetry, 
to take only two examples. 

Clearly, one might reply that to the extent that classical Greek art has 
as its essential content myths and legends rooted in the archaic period, it 
is still this state of the world that provides the content. Hegel indicates, 
moreover, that art is not contemporary with the flourishing of the heroic 
age and develops only when it begins to slip into the past. But even if we 
were willing to concede this point, it would remain that the different deter- 
minations that he gives of the essence of Art always refer to very specific 
arts rather than to characteristics that are supposed to be common to all 
the arts. That is because, depending on the level of analysis on which it is 
approached, the essential characteristics of Art undergo metamorphoses: 
sensuous representation versus spiritual interiority (sculpture), heroic age 
versus prosaic age (epic), actantial concretization versus abstract determi- 
nation (dramatic poetry). In order to justify these different determina- 
tions, Hegel constructs a hierarchy of the arts, but we shall see that this 
hierarchy itself poses problems. 

The second fact that very clearly emerges as soon as this general deter- 
mination of Art is made is that Hegel’s aesthetics is a hermeneutics. This 
is inevitable as soon as Art is defined as a speculative activity intimately 
connected with religion and philosophy: since the three moments differen- 
tiate themselves in their form, and since they must nonetheless be identi- 
cal, they can be so only in their content. What holds for the distinction 
between Art on one hand, and religion and philosophy on the other, also 
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holds—let us recall—for the distinctions internal to Art: the different arts 
are so many specifications of a single fundamental content, specifications 
imposed by specific sensuous materials that limit more or less strictly the 
sphere of the Absolute that is representable in a given art; similarly the 
different forms of art (symbolic, classical, and romantic art) are so many 
specifications of this same content imposed by worldviews and specific 
historical periods. In other words, the whole Aesthetics can be read as the 
study of the hermeneutic specifications undergone by a single theological- 
philosophical content, insofar as this content is modified either in accord 
with worldviews (and thus, ultimately, by History) or in accord with the 
materials of its realization (the materials of the different arts), it being 
understood that it already undergoes a fundamental modification by the 
simple fact that this content is represented artistically rather than incar- 
nating itself religiously or formulating itself philosophically. 


Art, PHiLosopuy, AND RELIGION 


We have seen that Art, even though it is defined, in accord with romantic 
theory, as speculative knowledge and as an ecstatic mode of being, ceases 
in Hegel to be the supreme term of the knowledge of Being. Beyond the 
artistic sphere is situated philosophical thought, “the truest reality” 
(wahrhaftigste Realitat). Hegel justifies this (relative) depreciation of Art 
by saying that it represents the Absolute in and through 2 sensuous reali- 
zation, thus insofar as it has an external appearance, whereas in thought 
the Absolute thinks itself and for itself in its infinite freedom. To be sure, 
in the romantics as well Art was an indirect, symbolic expression of the 
Absolute, but that was because any direct representation was said to be 
impossible. In Hegel, on the other hand, direct representation is possible: 
it is realized in the form of the philosophical system. Thus on one hand 
Hegel maintains the romantic definition of Art as an indirect manifesta- 
tion of the Absolute, and in this sense he opposes it to immediate existence 
and to the knowledge of the understanding: “in comparison with the ap- 
pearance of immediate existence and of historiography, the pure appear- 
ance of art has the advantage that it points through and beyond (hin- 
durchdeuten) itself, and itself hints at something spiritual of which it is to 
give us an idea. "20 But on the other hand, this indirect manifestation of the 
Absolute as geheimes Inneres, secret interiorization, is no longer an inevi- 
tability inherent in our relationship to Being. It is simply a matter of a limit 
on the speculative power of Art as compared with philosophy, a limit that 
is closely connected with the fact that Art is condemned to sensuous repre- 
sentation and that only philosophy, the language of reason, can advance 
toward the conceptual exposition of concrete universality in its own ele- 
ment, which is that of the Jogos. The hermeneutic interpretation of Art 
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moreover finds therein a new justification, for “one can think of represen- 
tations as metaphors of thoughts and of concepts.”?9 

Hegel had not always maintained such sharply defined conceptions re- 
garding the relations between art and philosophy. In his early writings he 
had in fact adhered to the direct line of the romantics’ aesthetic religion. 
In The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate, he had written: “Truth is 
beauty. ”3° In this same text he examines the relationship between Art and 
religion, and maintains that only Greek religion realized the authentic es- 
sence of religion, because it alone is a religion of beauty.3' Art is thus 
related not only to philosophy, but also to religion, and to understand its 
specific status it must be inscribed within this triangle. 

The study of the evolution of Hegel’s conceptions concerning the rela- 
tionship between Art and religion is fascinating. It allows us to see more 
precisely to what point the relative depreciation of Art is also due to the 
fact that it will be linked to an unachieved form of religion. Whereas in his 
early writings Hegel was fighting against Christianity and in favor of the 
Olympian gods, in the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) the hierarchy is 
reversed: Art continues to be considered as a form of religion, but this form 
itself ceases to be the achieved religion. In fact, religion is organized in 
accord with a series of three forms in which the same content is set forth 
(Spirit knowing itself), but according to modalities more or less in confor- 
mity with its essential determinations:?: 

a) The religion of nature, in which Spirit represents itself not as a sub- 
ject, but in the form of substance. This is the religion of primitive peoples 
and of oriental despotism. First Spirit deifies natural objects (light in Per- 
sia, plants and animals in India). Then it tries to transcend this natural- 
ism, but it does so in a way that is still instinctive, and thus imperfect: this 
is the stage reached by Egyptian religion. There is no Art yet, but only 
religious artisanal work, that is, “instinctive work like that of bees con- 
structing their honeycombs.”33 Hegel is thinking particularly of the pyra- 
mids; these illustrate the mismatch between the sensuous reality (which is 
purely geometrical) and the spiritual content it is supposed to represent 
(the soul of the deceased). This depreciation of Egyptian art is also found 
in the Aesthetics, where the pyramids are also seen as the paradigmatic 
expression of symbolic art, that is, Art which is not yet in conformity with 
its essence. 

b) The religion of art, that is, the phase of “beautiful individuality”: 
here the sensuous is the adequate expression of the spiritual. This stage 
corresponds to Spirit’s consciousness of itself as finite humanity. Hegel 
distinguishes three stages within the religion of art: 


1) The abstract work of art that celebrates the gods in the form of objective 
truth (the plastic arts) and in that of pure interiority (hymn-like lyricism). 
In this text visual art is considered a still incomplete form of Art (because it 
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lacks spiritual concreteness), whereas in the Aesthetics sculpture occupies 
the central place. 

2) The living work of art, that is, ritual festivals, games, mysteries, and so on, 
which are seen as art forms celebrating the alliance between gods and men. 

3) The spiritual work of art: this is the achieved reality of Art in the form of 
literature, or more precisely of epic, tragedy, and comedy. Comedy, moreo- 
ver, leads to the self-dissolution of the religion of art: to the extent that its 
theme is the negation of divine substantiality in the individual’s happy self- 
confidence, it abolishes the artistic worldview. This worldview is in fact in- 
separably connected with the assertion of divine substantiality, a condition 
that is indispensable for the realization of its task, that is, the incarnation of 


the universal (the divine world) in the particular (the human world). 


c) Manifest or revealed religion, that is, Christian religion, for which 
Art ceases to be an essential reality. Hegel here formulates his famous 
thesis of the end of art, which one also finds in the Aesthetics: “Statues are 
now cadavers whose living soul has left them; hymns have become words 
from which faith has withdrawn. The table of the gods is henceforth with- 
out spiritual food or drink, and after games and festivals consciousness no 
longer encounters the happy experience of its unity with its own es- 
sence. . . . Thus when destiny offers us these works it does not also give us 
their world, the springtime of cultural life that saw their blooming, the 
summer that saw them mature, but only the veiled memory of their reality. 
When we evaluate them . . . we are engaging in an activity that remains 
entirely external . . .; it does not accede to the interiority of the cultural 
reality that produced the works and breathed its spirit into them; it cob- 
bles together a complicated construction on the basis of the dead elements 
of their external existence, of their language, their history, and so on. We 
do not live in them, we merely represent them in us.”4 

In the Phenomenology, art is thus the median point in the evolution of 
religion, the stage of Greek religion. Thus if Hegelian aesthetics is classi- 
cist, this is for theological reasons as well: the completed form of Art can 
only be Greek art, because Art is the Greek form of religion. This also 
explains why the status of Art depends in part on the status accorded 
Greek religion: as long as the latter constitutes the form of religion par 
excellence, Art has a paradigmatic status; once the achieved form of relig- 
ion is Christian religion, Art acquires a more precarious status. It is in fact 
difficult to see which plays the determining role, classicism or the theolog- 
ical perspective. 

The problem is further complicated by the fact that religion itself 
changes in status when one moves from the early writings to the Phenomme- 
nology. Whereas in the Frankfurt writings, for example, religion was the 
activity par excellence, and was thus placed above philosophy (“philoso- 
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phy must end precisely when religion begins”35), in the Phenomenology it 
is already the philosophical logos that occupies the highest rank: absolute 
thought is the sublation of religion. To the extent that Art is identified with ` 
a stage of religion, it is thus also depreciated. In other words, the place 
accorded Art depends both on the place accorded Greek religion in relig- 
ion as such, and on the place the latter is accorded in relation to philoso- 
phy. The emphasis laid on these two factors varies according to the work 
in question: in the Aesthetics, for instance, the thesis of Christian religion’s 
transcendence of ancient religion is not, to be sure, wholly forgotten, but 
Hegel lays greater stress on the problem of the relations between Art and 
philosophy. Hence, as we shall see, Art acquires at least a relative auton- 
omy with respect to religion, since the very expression “religion of art” is 
no longer used. 

This position is sketched out in the abridged version of the Encyclope- 
dia:3° Art ceases to be one of the autonomous stages of absolute Spirit, 
alongside actual religion and philosophy. It is the first stage of absolute 
Spirit, in which Spirit is presented as concrete intuition, as Ideal. The Ideal 
is the incarnation of the Idea—of the Divine—in a particular sensuous 
form, in such a way that the latter is henceforth only the sign, the manifes- 
tation, of divine interiority. The relative autonomy to which Art accedes is 
thus already evident in the summary of the paragraphs devoted to abso- 
lute Spirit. The latter is divided into three parts: art, religion, and philoso- 
phy, and no longer—as one might have expected in light of the Phenom- 
enology—into two: religion and philosophy. The second phase of absolute 
Spirit is now that of revealed (Christian) religion; it is the “future” 
(Zukunft) of pantheistic religion and hence it is the future of Art. Christi- 
anity is the Divine’s self-manifestation as interiority, and it is realized 
through spiritual representation and the community of believers. Finally, 
the third moment, that of philosophy, realizes the unity of Art and relig- 
ion, since the philosophical logos is a spiritual intuition conscious of itself. 

Nonetheless, this autonomy of Art is merely relative. While Hegel grants 
it a specific category distinct from that of religion, he continues to associ- 
ate its canonical form with Greek pantheistic religion: “On the subject of 
the close relation between art and religions, we must note more precisely 
that beautiful art can belong only to religions in which the principle is 
concrete spirituality, which has become free in itself, but not yet abso- 
lute. "37 On the other hand, he asserts that in a certain way the whole of the 
sphere of absolute Spirit is the sphere of religion:3° actual religion, Art, 
and philosophy are merely the different forms taken by this absolute theo- 
logical content. In spite of an undeniable shift in emphasis, there is thus no 
fundamental contradiction between the Phenomenology and the Encyclo- 
pedia. Art remains closely linked to religion, since the whole sphere of 
absolute Spirit is in fact the sphere of religion. At the same time, Art is 
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destined to be surpassed by Christian religion and by philosophy. But 
whereas in the Phenomenology it was absorbed into religion as such as one 
of its phases, in the Encyclopedia (and in the Aesthetics, as we shall see), it 
is rather pantheistic religion, as a specific religion, that is absorbed by Art. 

In the Aesthetics, the question of the relationships among art, religion, 
and philosophy is set forth in the chapter entitled “The Idea of Artistic 
Beauty or the Ideal.” Art is there defined as immediate knowledge of the 
Absolute, realized in the form of sensuous intuition. It is contrasted with 
religion, the second phase of absolute Spirit: it is the internal conscious- 
ness, the feeling of the Absolute. Finally, Art is also distinguished from 
philosophy, the ultimate stage in which the Absolute thinks itself. There 
too, if religion takes over from Art, it is the Christian religion. Philosophy, 
for its part, realizes the ultimate synthesis, that of Art and religion as such: 
it is both Art—but without the limits due to the sensuous element—and 
religion—but without the limits due to feeling. 

In fact, Hegel seems to hesitate between two triads, “Art-religion- 
philosophy” and “religion of Art—Christian religion—philosophy.” It is no 
accident that in the Phenomenology he emphasizes the second triad, 
whereas in the Encyclopedia, and even more in the Aesthetics, the essential 
weight is put upon the first triad. In the case of the Aesthetics, the choice 
of the first triad is easily explained: since Hegel decides to devote one of the 
areas of his Realphilosophie to Art, he has to accord it a certain autonomy 
with respect to religion; moreover, since he defines Art as a speculative 
activity, he has to oppose it to conventional existence and also differentiate 
it from philosophical speculation, and he cannot do this if he simply and 
purely identifies Art with Greek religion, since in that case the pertinent 
opposite pole might well still be Christian religion rather than philosophy. 

In Hegel, conceptual distinctions tend to be simultaneously develop- 
mental stages, since “the succession of philosophical systems in history is 
the same as their succession in the logical derivation of the categories of 
the Idea.”39 This developmental component is strongly marked in the op- 
position between Art on the one hand and religion and philosophy on the 
other. Thus if it is not the self-representation of Being in its plenitude, 
Hegel concludes that it can be only a transitory stage in the self-revelation 
of the Absolute, a stage that has been surpassed by philosophy. In the 
same way, when he opposes Art to religion, Hegel tends to transform the 
opposition into a historical evolution, the passage from Greek art to Chris- 
tian religion being at the same time the passage from Art to religion in the 
movement of absolute Spirit. In the Christian era, Art ceases to be an 
adequate manifestation; the Absolute will henceforth be incarnated in phi- 
losophy, the ultimate stage of absolute Spirit and hence the ultimate stage 
of religion (in the sense in which the latter is identified with the Absolute 
as such). 
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Thus the relationship that connects Art with religion and especially 
with philosophy is not synchronic. It is inscribed in a historical evolution; 
works of art are “the first reconciling middle term between pure thought 
and what is merely external, sensuous, and transient, between nature 
and finite reality and the infinite freedom of conceptual thinking”4° This 
first stage is destined to be supplanted by (Christian) religion, which in 
turns finds its truth in philosophical thought. Since Hegel believes that 
with his own philosophy the absolute self-realization of philosophy is 
attained, he concludes that Art belongs to the past. This claim clearly 
does not mean that there will no longer be any arts in the empirical sense 
of the term, but rather that from the point of view of the self-realization 
of absolute Spirit, Art as speculative knowledge no longer has a historical 
mission. It can therefore no longer be in conformity with its essence, with 
its internal categorial finality (and, in truth, had not been ever since the 
end of antiquity). 

The thesis of the end of Art is ambiguous. We have just seen that it is 
connected with the fact that Art no longer has a historical mission, the 
torch of speculative knowledge having been handed on to philosophy. Ac- 
cording to this interpretation, even if we may long for the splendor of Art 
that has disappeared forever, we have not really lost anything, because 
philosophy not only takes up the same speculative content but also confers 
upon it its paradigmatic form: the Absolute is logos and it is therefore 
wholly normal that it should find its ultimate fulfillment in the conceptual 
discourse of reason rather than in the sensuous figuration of Art.4! Taken 
in this sense, the thesis is merely an attempt to provide a radical solution 
for the conflict of the speculative faculties. Nevertheless, Hegel also links 
the end of Art more generally with the prosaic nature of modernity. In 
other words, the end of Art seems to result as well from the hegemony of 
the understanding (which is not identical with philosophical reason), of 
abstract reflection, in modern civil (bürgerlich) society. In this perspec- 
tive, the end of Art takes on a different appearance: it is not connected 
with philosophical discourse’s move beyond artistic work, but with the 
unilateral nature of the culture of the understanding, with its incapacity to 
rise to the substantiality of the synthesis of the individual and the univer- 
sal, of thought and sensibility—a synthesis that defines Art. 

The thesis of the end of Art implies not only that in the contemporary 
period it has lost all speculative function of its own, but also that we are 
irremediably cut off from it: we can no longer live in Art, our relationship 
to it remains external. This idea, which we will find in Heidegger, presup- 
poses another: every historical culture forms an organic whole closed in 
upon itself, a Lebenswelt or lifeworld (as it will later be called) that is 
accessible only to those who are part of it. That does not mean that we can 
no longer derive any immediate enjoyment? from Art, but it does mean 
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that we are henceforth incapable of living in the universe of the work, in 
its actual truth, in its own speculative dimension (or, as Heidegger will 
say, in the world opened by it): 


In all these respects art, considered in its highest vocation, is and remains for 
us a thing of the past. Thereby it has lost for us genuine truth and life, and has 
rather been transferred into our ideas instead of maintaining its earlier neces- 
sity in reality and occupying its higher place. What is now aroused in us by 
works of art is not just immediate enjoyment but our judgment also, since we 
subject to our intellectual consideration (i) the content of art, and (ii) the 
work of art’s means of presentation, and the appropriateness or inappropri- 
ateness of both to one another. The philosophy of art is therefore a greater 
need in our day than it was in days when art by itself as art yielded full 
satisfaction. Art invites us to intellectual consideration, and that not for the 
purpose of creating art again, but for knowing philosophically what art is.43 


But, as the end of the passage just quoted shows, the fact that it is no 
longer possible for us to live in the world of Art has a positive counterpart: 
we can understand what Art was, we can define its profound essence and 
truth. The death of Art makes possible speculative knowledge concerning 
it, just as a cadaver makes forensic medicine possible. 


PHILOSOPHICAL KNOWLEDGE OF ART: SYSTEM AND HISTORY 


The very existence of Aesthetics, conceived as knowledge of Art as a sys- 
tematic totality, is possible only because Art belongs to the past. In fact, 
philosophical knowledge, contrary to the history of art or criticism, cannot 
limit itself to a partial, empirical knowledge of Art: its task is to “unfold 
and prove the object, according to the necessity of its own inner nature.” 
But only what is accomplished in accord with its essence can be known “in 
its logical and metaphysical nature.”45 The thesis of the end of Art is thus 
closely linked with the requirements of historicist essentialism: if in order 
to know the categorial essence of an object (in this case, Art) we must 
grasp its dialectical development, that is, follow the progressive unfolding 
of the essence in its different phases up until its final accomplishment, 
knowledge is always fated to be a knowledge of a past reality. 

In the chapter entitled “Historical Deduction of the True Concept of 
Art,” Hegel indicates a second condition that presides over the birth of 
aesthetics, a condition that is internal to the development of philosophy. 
Art, as we have seen, is the site of a synthesis of the sensuous and the 
spiritual, of the particular and the universal. It follows that only a philoso- 
phy capable of conceiving this synthesis can conceive Art. The philoso- 
phies of the understanding, that is, the pre-Kantian philosophies, are in- 
capable of this, since the understanding is always conceived as abstract 
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universality opposed to the particularity of the sensuous. Only the philoso- 
phy of reason, that is, idealist philosophy, provides itself with a means of 
going beyond this opposition and achieving an absolute reconciliation of ` 
its terms. Kant, in the Critique of Judgment, was the first to take up the 
problem, but Hegel thinks he failed to the extent that he accorded only a 
subjective status to the reconciliation realized in aesthetic judgment. Hegel 
adds that it is Schiller’s historic merit to have dared, in The Aesthetic 
Education of Humanity, to maintain that the reconciliation must have an 
objective value. 

The evolution of the idea of Art as Hegel outlines it here is revealing: on 
one hand, so that Art may be conceived in accord with its essence, philoso- 
phy has to be raised to the level of a philosophy of the Absolute; but on the 
other hand, this way of thinking the Absolute was itself rooted in an aes- 
thetic questioning. Hegel maintains that Schelling was the first to inscribe 
the conception of the Absolute over the portal leading to a general ontol- 
ogy rather than to a theory of Art: 


This unity of universal and particular, freedom and necessity, spirit and na- 
ture, which Schiller grasped scientifically as the principle and essence of art 
... has now, as the Idea itself, been made the principle of knowledge and 
existence, and the Idea has become recognized as that which alone is true and 
actual. Thereby philosophy has attained, with Schelling, its absolute stand- 
point; and while art had already begun to assert its proper nature and dignity 
in relation to the highest interests of mankind, it was now that the concept of 
art, and the place of art in philosophy was discovered ... in its high and 
genuine vocation.4° 


Thus if philosophy is now capable of conceiving Art, it is also because it 
has assumed the task of producing the absolute reconciliation that roman- 
tic theory had reserved for Art (Hegel refers to Schiller rather than to 
Novalis or the Schlegel brothers chiefly because of his animosity with re- 
gard to Friedrich Schlegel). The Aesthetics is the speculative theory of 
Art’s return to itself, enriched (at the same time that its originary object is 
limited in its competence and possibilities) by its accession to the status of 
an overall ontological theory. 

The knowledge of Art in accord with its essence is supposed to reveal its 
internal arrangement and organization. It is also supposed to determine 
the place it occupies among the different forms taken by Spirit in its meta- 
physical odyssey. The first point is realized by the exposition in the Aes- 
thetics, conceived as one of the facets of the overall ontological system; 
before studying the arts in their phenomenality, Hegel has first to deter- 
mine the place of Art as a specific form taken by Spirit. To put it another 
way, what Art is and can be is vouchsafed in an a priori manner by the 
place it occupies in the overall system. The field of the Aesthetics is thus 
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not autonomous: it is founded by and in the overall system. It is in this 
sense that Hegel can say that his analyses of Art in the Aesthetics do not 
have an independent status. They are ultimately based on the Logic, 
whose pertinence is presupposed by the theory of Art: “For us the Concept 
of the beautiful and Art ... is a presupposition given by the system of 
philosophy. ”47 

The consequences for the Aesthetics are important: Hegel’s central her- 
meneutic thesis—the idea that Art’s content is theological in nature—as 
well as the historical thesis connected with it—the identification of the 
achievement of Art’s essence in Greek art—derive not from a determina- 
tion of the specificity of Art but from the general determination of the 
sphere of absolute Spirit as a religious sphere. There is thus a double 
movement: it is because Art is a speculative activity (a legacy of the ro- 
mantic theory of art) and because the domain of speculative activity—that 
of absolute Spirit—is basically religious (Hegel’s philosophical thesis) that 
Art is necessarily theological in nature. 

This determination also has a historical side. It is the development of 
religion that provides the framework of overall historical development. In 
this sense the history of religion is the history of the world: “It is for the 
philosophy of religion to know the logical necessity in the process of the 
determinations of the essence that is recognized as being the absolute, to 
know first which determinations correspond to the specificity of a form of 
worship, and then in what way self-consciousness in the world, the con- 
sciousness of what constitutes man’s highest determination and, conse- 
quently, the nature of a people’s culture, the principle of its law, of its true 
liberty and of its Constitution, as well as of its art and of its science, corre- 
spond to the principle that constitutes the very substance of a religion. 
Seeing that all these stages in the actuality of a people constitute a single 
systematic totality is the foundation that then allows us to see that the 
history of religions coincides with the history of the world. "a This princi- 
ple holds for the history of Art as well: the three forms of Art, the symbolic, 
the classical, and the romantic, correspond to three stages of religion, the 
religion of nature, Greek pantheism, and revealed religion (which is the 
truth of all religion). Hence the historicity of Art is not identical with that 
of religions: whereas religion is not necessarily linked to a particular peo- 
ple (even though it may be, as is shown by Greek religion), Art is always 
the expression of a national spirit. The history of Art is a history of the 
national arts (at least this is its determination in principle). 

The subordination of Art to the sphere of religion—whether from the 
point of view of its general categorial determination (and hence from that 
of the determination of its generic content) or from the point of view of its 
historical evolution—is in any event the stamp set upon the Aesthetics by 
the requirements of the overall philosophical system. These requirements 
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sometimes enter into conflict with a phenomenological analysis of the arts 
that claims to respect the specific differences of the activities analyzed. 
When Hegel finds himself confronted by such a conflict between the theory 
of Art as it derives from his system and his actual artistic analyses, he 
resorts to various attempted solutions. The first consists in what can only 
be called more or less convincing conceptual juggling; this is what happens 
in architecture and music (which are, nonetheless, two of the five arts 
postulated as canonical). The most striking case is that of music. Hegel 
admits, honestly and lucidly, that pure music is ill suited to express a 
differentiated content. Even a musical theme is essentially the site of for- 
mal issues; to vary a theme is to vary not a content but a form. This fact 
endangers Hegel’s system of the arts, which is based on a criterion of con- 
tent. In order to extricate himself from this difficulty, he is obliged to pos- 
tulate that music, in order to be in conformity with the essence of Art, must 
resort to the aid of language, which alone can endow it with a determinate 
content. Whence the paradoxical conclusion that music is in conformity 
with its essence when it ceases to be purely musical.49 

The second solution consists in marginalizing resistant artistic phenom- 
ena. This is what happens to the novel (though this does not prevent Hegel 
from devoting the most dazzling pages in the Aesthetics to it), and even 
more to dance and landscape gardening. There are two chief places where 
these procedures of marginalization occur. 

The first place is the system of the arts. Only the five canonical arts form 
“the inherently determinate and articulated system of what art is in both 
essence and reality”;5° the other arts, and particularly dance and land- 
scape gardening, are only “hybrids,” “not really perfect.” Now, “a phi- 
losophical treatment has to keep to differences determined by the essence 
of art and to develop and comprehend the true configurations appropriate 
to them.”5' This principle makes it possible to immunize the system of the 
arts against any accusation of a lack of completeness: what the system 
excludes is ipso facto what is not in conformity with the essence of Art. The 
second place is the theory of the historicity of the forms of art (symbolic, 
classical, romantic). Here Hegel’s way of proceeding is more complicated. 
He distinguishes two types of historicity. First, there is contingent his- 
toricity,5? which is empirical and governed by simple chronology; all 
events have the same value and temporal succession is the only pertinent 
relationship (type I). This type of historicity is opposed to the historicity 
peculiar to the progressive unfolding of the determinations of Spirit; the 
latter is governed by the necessity of the concept and in it chronology 
always expresses conceptual relations (type II). At the end of his discus- 
sion of sculpture, Hegel thus asks whether empirical historical relation- 
ships (type I) existed between Egyptian sculpture and Greek sculpture, in 
other words, whether the former could have served as a model for the 
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latter. He replies: “we can leave this purely historical question alone and 
have only to see if, instead of this, an inner and necessary connection can 
be exhibited.”53 Such an internal and necessary connection exists, he goes 
on, namely, a type II historical consecutive connection. In fact: “The ideal, 
and art in its perfection, must be preceded by imperfect art, and it is only 
through the negation of this, i.e. through getting rid of the defects still 
clinging to it, that the ideal becomes the ideal.”54 

What is the link between empirical historicity (type I) and conceptual 
historicity (type II)? The passage devoted to Egyptian sculpture seems to 
suggest that the two can be completely independent: even if there was no 
empirical historical relationship between the two types of sculpture 
(though Hegel strongly believes in the existence of such relationships), 
Egyptian sculpture would still be a Vorstwfe (preliminary stage) of Greek 
sculpture. Such a way of seeing things is nevertheless hardly in accord 
with Hegel’s general conceptions, since Spirit must also be realized in and 
through empirical historical reality; thus the Phenomenology claimed to 
demonstrate that Napoleon was not merely an empirical historical indi- 
vidual, but also the incarnation of a conceptually determined stage in the 
historicity of Spirit. There it must be admitted that there is a link between 
the two types, or rather a double link. 

On one hand, one can move logically from conceptual historicity to em- 
pirical historicity. Thus, to the question as to whether painting—a roman- 
tic art—could also have had an important function in Greek antiquity 
Hegel replies: “If we look only at empirical facts, then this or that has been 
produced at the most different periods in this or that manner in this, that, 
or the other nation. But the deeper question is about the principle of paint- 
ing, i.e. to examine its means of portrayal, and therefore to determine what 
that subject-matter is which by its very nature so precisely harmonizes 
with the form and mode of portrayal employed by painting that this form 
corresponds exactly with that content.”55 Now, because of its low degree of 
materiality (compared with sculpture), painting is especially adapted to 
the expression of subjective interiority, which is in fact, according to type 
II historicity, a romantic art. Thus, even though he candidly acknowledges 
that we know very little about ancient painting and its role, Hegel believes 
he can postulate that ancient painting could not attain either the perfec- 
tion of romantic painting or that of ancient sculpture. In other words, a 
specific empirical historical state (type I) is postulated on the basis of con- 
ceptual historicity: 


however excellent even these original paintings may have been, we still have 
to say that, compared with the unsurpassable beauty of their sculptures, the 
Greeks and Romans could not bring painting to that degree of proper devel- 
opment which was achieved in the Christian Middle Ages and then especially 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This backwardness of painting in 
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comparison with sculpture in antiquity is quite naturally to be expected, be- 
cause the inmost heart of the Greek outlook corresponds, more than is the 
case with any other art, precisely with the principle of what sculpture, and 
sculpture alone, can achieve. But in art the spiritual content is not separated 
from the mode of presentation.5° 


Inversely, when an empirical historical state of affairs seems to contradict 
conceptual historicity, Hegel discounts it: “it can occur at once to any 
critic that not only in Greece and Rome were there excellent painters who 
reached as high a level in this art as others then did in sculpture, i.e. the 
highest level, but that other peoples too, the Chinese, the Indians, the 
Egyptians acquired fame on the score of their paintings, "27 but “this is not 
the point;”5° what matters is the conceptual history that derives from the 
categorial determination of painting, and everything that falls outside this 
conceptual historicity is without meaning for the evolution of Spirit. In 
order to justify this abandonment of historical facts when they become too 
burdensome, Hegel maintains that empirical historicity carries along a 
great deal of debris, contingent facts without meaning, and that it only 
imperfectly expresses the development of Spirit. 

The fundamental stake in all these distinctions seems to me to reside in 
the will to preserve at all costs the principle of historical-systematic deter- 
minism. Unfortunately, it is possible to do so only at the price of indulging 
in sleight of hand. In fact, at the level of type II historicity, Hegel makes 
use of the categories of the necessary and the contingent. Certain determi- 
nations of Art are necessary, while others are merely contingent; the se- 
quence of the three forms of art (symbolic, classical, romantic) is a neces- 
sary feature, just like the unfolding of sculpture in Greek antiquity, 
whereas the possible existence of an ancient art of painting, to the extent 
that it cannot be deduced from the ancient worldview, is a purely contin- 
gent one, that is, without meaning for the comprehension of the essence of 
Art. At the level of type I historicity, however, the opposition in force is 
that between what is important and what is secondary: Hegel makes use of 
this categorization when he tells us, for example, that sculpture is central 
to Greek artistic activity, whereas painting occupies only a secondary 
place in the latter. This is obviously a paralogism: demonstrating the his- 
torical importance of an event is not the same thing as demonstrating its 
necessity; inversely, we can imagine historical events that are rigorously 
determined but nevertheless have only a secondary importance (with re- 
gard to their consequences, for example). 

This paralogism serves the claim that what is real is rational (and vice 
versa). The pair important/secondary is connected with the real, whereas 
the pair necessary/contingent is connected with the sphere of rationality. 
By identifying the two pairs and by basing himself, according to the case, 
either on the real (factual history) to legitimate his deductions (“it hap- 
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pened, thus it had to be”), or on the rational (the system) to make his way 
through the thicket of rebellious reality, Hegel has discovered an absolute 
panacea: like a snake biting its own tail, theory and history mutually legit- 
imate each other within a closed circle. 


ART AS AN ORGANIC SYSTEM 


As it has been transmitted to us by its publishers, the Aesthetics is divided 
into three parts: 

a) The universal determination of Art according to its content, that is, 
its definition as Ideal; this determination, as we have seen, sets out from 
the general determination of Art as a sensuous realization of the Idea, 
passes by way of an exposition of the worldview corresponding to Art, and 
then progressively descends to the core of the Ideal, which is nothing other 
than conflictual action. 

b) The particular determinations of Art according to the specification of 
the spiritual content, that is, according to the particularization of the 
worldviews that are invested in it and that correspond to the stages of 
religion. Here the reference is to the three forms of art, the symbolic, the 
classical, and the romantic, which follow each other categorially and chro- 
nologically. 

c) The individual determinations according to which the Ideal and its 
historical specification (the form of art) are embodied in a specific mate- 
rial: inert and opaque matter in the case of architecture, material “in- 
formed” by the appearance of organic life in the case of sculpture, the 
two-dimensional surface serving as visual appearance in the case of paint- 
ing, the pure subjective, evanescent interiority of sound in the case of 
music, concrete and determinate representation, exteriorized in speech, in 
the case of poetry. The categorial order in which the arts are presented 
corresponds to the progressive interiorization of the sensuous material, 
but also to the progressive concretization of the spiritual: poetry is both the 
art that is most interiorized59 and the one in which the spiritual content 
finds its extreme concretization (in dramatic action). 

The essential problem encountered by this very powerful system— 
which is not without its attractions—is that of the relation between the 
forms of art and the individual arts. Hegel in fact presents two levels as 
historical-categorial specifications of the universal determinations of 
Beauty, while at the same time one of them is referred to the sphere of 
particularity and the other to that of individual singularity. The relation- 
ship between the two levels is thus far from obvious. This difficulty is 
increased by the fact that even when considered separately the two classi- 
fications already pose a certain number of problems. 

Symbolic art. which is the first stage, is characterized by a separation 
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between the spiritual content and the sensuous realization it gives itself. 
Whence its denomination, since the symbol arises as soon as there is a 
motivated but inadequate relation between the sensuous sign and the sig- 
nified spiritual content: when we symbolically identify strength (spiritual 
content) with the lion (sensuous realization), we are making use of a sign 
that is both motivated (the lion is in fact strong) and inadequate, to the 
extent to which there is no unequivocal connection between the signifier 
and the signification (the lion is not the only animal that is strong, and 
strength is not its only quality). In other words, symbolic art is character- 
ized by a twofold defect: on one hand, the sensuous reality chosen as a 
vehicle for the message always represents something more and different 
than the single spiritual content of which is it supposed to be the sign; on 
the other hand, this spiritual content is linked only contingently to the 
sensuous reality that expresses it, and could just as well be expressed by 
another reality. At least that is how it goes at the level of what Hegel calls 
“conscious symbolism,” which he finds, for instance, in allegories, and 
also in fables, metaphors, and so on. DC So far as “unconscious symbolism,” 
the core of symbolic art represented by Indian and especially by Egyptian 
art, is concerned, Hegel says less precisely that in this case the spiritual 
meaning is incapable of embodying itself in an adequate sensuous form. 
Indian art, although it presupposes a differentiation between the Absolute 
and natural objects, can conceive this differentiation only in a quantitative 
form: the Absolute is merely a hyperbolic natural object. Whence statues 
of the gods with multiple arms, monsters, etc. The Egyptians, for their 
part, are certainly capable of conceiving a categorial distinction between 
the Absolute and the sensuous, but they do not succeed in synthesizing the 
two poles in an artistic unity: the Absolute remains on the order of a hid- 
den interiority, and the sensuous figure does not signify itself but points 
toward a meaning that is external to it. Thus the pyramid is supposed to 
express the Spirit that inhabits it (the soul of the deceased), but it succeeds 
only very imperfectly in doing so: not only are the two aspects of the sign 
partly indifferent to each other (a geometric form cannot be an adequate 
expression of spirituality), but spirituality is hidden in the pyramid and 
not expressed by it. The symbolism of Egyptian art is characterized by 
an indetermination of the meaning; the symbol is a mystery, and that is 
why Hegel sees in the Sphinx not only the emblem of Egyptian art, but 
also the symbol of symbolic art as such. 

Only in classical art do we arrive at a mutual correspondence of content 
and sensuous form, that is, at an art in conformity with the definition of 
Art. The reconciliation of Spirit and matter becomes possible because clas- 
sical art makes the sculptural representation of the human figure its cen- 
tral concern. Now, of all sensuous objects, only the human body is able to 
express the spirituality that inhabits it. Symbolic art is above all archi- 
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tectural, and when it is sculptural it represents either animals and mon- 
strous beings or—in Egyptian sculpture—figures that are quasi-human, 
to be sure, but inexpressive.°? Classical art, on the other hand, discovers 
man as a sensuous form that expresses his own interiority in and through 
his life. Humanity is the adequate content of Art: man is the sole sensuous 
object in which Spirit expresses itself directly (the formal definition of 
Art); similarly, humanity is the immanent receptacle of the development 
of absolute Spirit (the hermeneutic definition of Art). It follows that the 
ideal of classical art is visual in nature—which justifies the central place 
occupied by sculpture in the system of the arts—and that the center of 
visual art (and thus also that of Art as such) must be the human figure. It 
goes without saying that man is here considered insofar as he is related to 
the Divine, and thus as Ideal; and this means that classical representation’s 
object is primarily the divine body and only secondarily the mortal body of 
man. The latter must, moreover, always be idealized, so as be presented in 
his spiritual substantiality, in the strength of his soul, which is nothing 
other than the Divine become immanent in man. Of course, when the divine 
element becomes too singularized in its human determination, that is, as 
soon as the relationship with spiritual universality is lost and sculptural 
representation seeks to be either merely pleasant and attractive (an- 
genehm, reizend) or naturalistic, classical art dissolves itself. 

Thus classical art is the “fulfillment (Vollendung) of the realm of 
beauty.” But Spirit cannot be content with the existence it gives itself in a 
sensuous figure (even if it is mediated by the creative imagination in an 
artistic poiesis), since it is fundamentally logos: it can achieve itself fully 
only in the element of its own spiritual interiority. To be sure, classical art 
discovers human interiority as a realm of Art, but this interiority is still 
identified with its immediate, that is, bodily, form: it is not yet represented 
as an interiority knowing itself as infinite subjectivity irreducible to any 
sensuous incarnation. That is why classical art is only a moment of transi- 
tory equilibrium that is surpassed by romantic art. The latter can be con- 
sidered the effect, within Art, of this new stage of Spirit that pushes it to go 
beyond Art. Hence, like symbolic art, romantic art is characterized by a 
separation between meaning and sensuous realization. But whereas in the 
first case the schism resulted from a lack of determination of the spiritual 
content, here the inverse is the case: the spiritual content has grown too 
rich, toc determined, to continue to find its adequate formal reality in a 
sensuous form. The domain peculiar to Spirit is henceforth the interiority 
of infinite subjectivity, and no longer the sensuous form of beauty. The 
defective character of romantic art, seen from the point of view of the 
essence of Art, is thus due to the fact that it has to express artistically what 
rightly no longer belongs to Art. 

It is important to notice that romantic art does not arise directly from 
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classical art, as the latter arose directly from symbolic art. The passage 
from the Ideal of classical art to the content of romantic art is not a transi- 
tion internal to Art: the romantic worldview is not a product of Art as was 
the classical worldview. On the contrary, it arises in the history of events 
in the strongest sense of the term, since it originates in the pivotal event 
constituted by God’s becoming man. To be sure, the determination of Art 
still remains religious: but whereas classical art had developed ancient 
religion (Greek religion is a religion of art), romantic art does not in any 
way develop its own content; the latter is given to it from the outside, as a 
worldview already historically constituted (romantic art is an art of relig- 
ion). The battle between the ancient gods and God does not take place in 
the field of Art but in that of real historical reality (whereas the site of the 
battle between the “earlier gods” and the Olympian gods was artistic rep- 
resentation): “Consequently, in connection with the higher content which 
art has to embody in new forms, art acquires a totally different position. 
This new content is not validated as having been revealed by art, but is 
independently revealed without it.”°3 If classical art was an originary rev- 
elation of truth, this is not the case in romantic art, which merely shapes 
a truth that has already been revealed elsewhere, a content that has al- 
ready been developed elsewhere. 

Why is Christian religion “the fundamental essence”®+ of romantic art? 
The answer is simple: it is through God’s becoming man, through the life 
and passion of Christ, that interiority comes to know itself in its own infin- 
itude. Hegel distinguishes two stages in what is for him the central event of 
universal history. The first stage paradoxically resides in the most complete 
exteriorization of the Absolute constituted by the incarnation of God in a 
mortal body. This exteriorization is much more radical than that of ancient 
sculpture: the latter manifested the congruence of interiority and exterior- 
ity, whereas in the figure of Christ the Absolute incarnates itself in an abso- 
lute empirical singularity.°5 God becomes man who suffers in his body. But 
this exteriorization pushed to the extreme limit is realized only in order to 
be immediately negated: that is the function of the Passion, of the death of 
the God-man, the infinite negation of the sensuous and the triumph of ab- 
solute interiority (the resurrection of Christ, the manifestation of the Holy 
Spirit, etc.). Since that event, no sensuous reality could any longer conform 
to the interior richness of the soul; infinite subjectivity is beyond any sensu- 
ous incarnation (it is therefore not opposed to the latter as its other, but 
leaves it behind as a phase that belongs to it but no longer satisfies it). It 
follows that Art can no longer be plastic. It becomes the Art of interiority 
(content) in the element of interiority (form): painting, music, and poetry. 
But at the same time it ceases to be in conformity with its essence (which 
resides in sensuous plasticity) and moves on toward its own end: romantic 
art is in fact only the slow death agony of Art as a speculative organ. 


162 CHAPTER THREE 


This very powerful historical vision encounters a certain number of dif- 
ficulties, essentially at the level of the relations between the forms of art 
and the different arts. As we have seen, Hegel associates each form of art 
with one or several specific arts: architecture is associated with symbolic 
art, sculpture with classical art, painting and music with romantic art. As 
for poetry, its status seems at first to be uncertain. In the titles that organ- 
ize the system of the arts it is included in romantic art.®° This thesis is 
repeated in the text itself: “Poetry is the third of the romantic arts, paint- 
ing and music being the other two.”® But other passages assert on the 
contrary that poetry, to the extent that it is the universal art, is not con- 
nected with a specific form of art: 


The sensuous aspect acquires importance in the plastic arts and in music. It 
follows that, owing to the specific determinacy of the material they use. . . we 
have brought each of the specific arts into close connection with only one of 
the particular art-forms which this and no other art seemed best able to ex- 
press adequately—architecture with the symbolic art-form, sculpture with 
the classical, painting and music with the romantic. ... Now poetry cuts 
itself free from this importance of the material, in the general sense that the 
specific character of its mode of sensuous expression affords no reason any 
longer for restriction to a specific subject-matter and a confined sphere of 
treatment and presentation. It is therefore not linked exclusively to any spe- 
cific form of art; on the contrary, it is the universal art which can shape in any 
way and express any subject-matter capable at all of entering the imagina- 
tion, because its proper material is the imagination itself, that universal foun- 
dation of all the particular art-forms and the individual arts.°® 


The coherence of the system requires that poetry be, not a particular art, 
but the universal art: thus it must be excluded from the sphere of the 
specifically romantic arts. However, Hegel’s assertion to the contrary can 
be explained: if poetry transcends the specific forms of art, how can one 
still maintain that these three forms correspond to the systematic-histori- 
cal organization of Art as an organic totality? Hegel thinks in fact that 
there is a necessary link between the organization of Art in accord with the 
three forms of art and the distribution of the arts among these three forms: 
“But since it is the differences immanent in the Idea of beauty, and proper 
to it, that art transfers into external existence, it follows that in this Part II 
the general forms of art must likewise be the fundamental principle for the 
articulation and determination of the individual arts; in other words, the 
kinds of art have the same essential distinctions in themselves which we 
came to recognize in the general forms of art.”°9 But if poetry is the uni- 
versal art, this correspondence between forms of art and artistic genres is 
broken, because there is no form of universal art that would synthesize the 
three forms of symbolic, classical, and romantic art. 

Provisionally bracketing the case of poetry does not, however, make the 
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difficulties disappear. In fact, if there are necessary connections between 
the diverse forms of art and the specific arts, then the system of the arts 
itself has to be historicized; in other words, the conceptual succession of 
the arts (according to their degree of interiority) must also be a temporal 
succession. Architecture is not only the first art from the point of view of 
conceptual determinations, but also from the historical point of view. Just 
as the form of art to which it belongs—symbolic art—is historically the 
first form of Art, in the same way architecture is the first of the arts in 
human history. Generalizing, and distinguishing according to the three 
conceptual stages of universality, particularity, and singularity, we would 
have the following schema: 


U | Ideal of Beauty 


niversality (poetry?) 


Particularity symbolic art | classical art | romantic art 


sculpture | painting, music 


(poetry?) 


architecture 


Singularity | 


historical evolution—> 


Hegel is weil aware that this kind of correspondence cannot be maintained 
in a rigorous way, and this leads him immediately to add: “But, on the 
other hand, these art-forms, universal as they are despite their determi- 
nateness, break the bounds of a particular realization through a specific 
kind of art and achieve their existence equally through the other arts, even 
if in a subordinate way. Therefore the particular arts belong, on the one 
hand, specifically to one of the general forms of art and they shape its 
adequate external artistic actuality, and, on the other hand, in their own 
individual way of shaping externality, they present the totality of the 
forms of art.”7° In other words, while belonging in a privileged manner to 
a given form of art, each art nonetheless specifies itself according to the 
three forms. Thus although they are historically linked in a privileged way 
to a specific historical moment, the different arts nonetheless have a tran- 
shistorical or synchronic aspect. Each art is represented in all the forms of 
art, but finds its paradigmatic realization in the form whose worldview 
corresponds most closely to the status of its semiotic material. As for po- 
etry, because of its universality it retains its specific status as a supplement 
present in every form of art, even if, as the art of interiority, it is in the 
romantic form that it should find its most adequate realization. 
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Ideal of Beauty 


| 


architecture sculpture painting music poetry 


classical art 


D E 


architecture sculpture painting music poetry 


ee a 


architecture sculpture painting music poeiry 


Unfortunately, this alternative categorization, which is more complex, 
is not defended by Hegel in a coherent manner. Thus we learn that archi- 
tecture, the specifically symbolic art, finds its paradigmatic realization in 
. . . the Greek temple, and hence in classical art! On the other hand, in the 
chapters on painting and music, he discusses only their romantic realiza- 
tion, without saying a word about the classical or symbolic forms. As for 
poetry, which is supposed to be the universal art, he presents as a sort of 
synthesis, sometimes of the plastic arts and music, and sometimes only of 
painting and music. 

Some of these uncertainties and hesitations may have to do with the 
composite status of the text of the Aesthetics. But it seems to me that there 
is still another, less fortuitous reason, one that has to do with the fact that 
Hegel mobilizes two procedures of derivation that are independent of each 
other, and which he tries afterward to bring together. The first of these 
deduces the forms of art from the Ideal of Beauty and distributes the five 
arts among these three forms. This derivation corresponds to his concern 
to establish the central character of classical art and to show that sculp- 
ture, the perfect synthesis of the spiritual and the sensuous, is Art par 
excellence. On the other hand, when he turns to the discussion of the dif- 
ferent arts, he hierarchizes them not only with respect to a median synthe- 
sis (sculpture), but also with respect to an ultimate synthesis, realized by 
the most spiritual art, in this case, poetry. Although sculpture remains the 
point of equilibrium between interiority and exteriority, its function is 
challenged by poetry (the second valorized term), which represents the 
most spiritual (ideell) art. This valorization of poetry no longer takes place 
in the name of Art, but in the name of the overall movement of absolute 
Spirit, which produces an increasingly profound interiorization, that is, a 
repetition of Art in pure thought. 
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By passing from the derivation of the forms of art to that of the different 
arts, Hegel thus changes his point of view: whereas the first point of view 
is situated in the framework of the definition of the essence of Art as a 
synthesis of the sensuous and the spiritual, the second is surreptitiously 
guided by a point of view that transcends the properly aesthetic domain in 
order to take into account the overall movement of absolute Spirit. At the 
most general level, the difficulties we have encountered arise from Hegel’s 
attempt to unify these two derivations, which are governed by fundamen- 
tally different concerns and manifest the internal fracture of the Aesthet- 
ics, which is torn between artistic logic and the general logic of the onto- 
logical system. 

Other contradictions arise from the historicist temptation that leads 
Hegel to want to historicize all the conceptual divisions he acknowledges. 
To the extent that he maintains the evolutionary character of the forms of 
art and of the aris, it is difficult to tell which of the two levels might be the 
specification of the other. And it is no accident that he constantly hesitates 
as to the place that the forms of art and the different arts occupy in the 
hierarchy of the conceptual analysis. In theory, this analysis takes place on 
three levels: that of the universal determination, that of the particular spe- 
cification, and that of the singular realizations. Hegel proposes two con- 
current variants of this hierarchy. According to the first,” the Ideal of 
Beauty corresponds to the universal stage of Art, the forms of art are its 
particular stages, and the different arts constitute its singular realizations. 
But elsewhere” he tells us that the forms of art correspond to the universal 
stage of Art: in fact, the sequence of the different worldviews is described 
as universal (allgemeine) evolution. As for the different arts, they are iden- 
tified with the stage of particularity (besondere Künste). According to this 
second point of view, the singular realization of the Ideal of Beauty is no 
doubt found in individual works, even though the text does not specifically 
say so. Stephen Bungay?3 maintains that neither of the two divisions is 
acceptable and that in all Hegelian rigor we would have to see in the Ideal 
of Beauty the universal stage, in the different arts the particular stages of 
this universal Ideal, and finally in the forms of art the different singular 
stages referable to the singularity of the worldviews that the works are 
supposed to incarnate. But whatever one thinks of the intrinsic value of the 
two triads Hegel proposes, it is their simultaneous existence itself that is 
revelatory: it shows that from the moment he tries to historicize together 
the two levels of analysis constituted by the forms of art and the system of 
the arts, he disrupts the organization of his system. In fact, if one of the 
two levels has to be the specification of the other, they cannot both be 
referable in the same way to an ultimate historical concretization. Either 
forms of art are the historical specifications of the arts, or the arts are the 
historical specifications of the forms of art; either historical evolution runs 
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through all the arts and goes from symbolic art to romantic art by way of 
classical art, or else the inverse historical evolution goes from architecture 
to music (still bracketing poetry) by way of sculpture and painting; but in 
this case, the three forms of art could no longer be anything but abstract 
determinations realized by the different arts. The attempt to combine the 
two and to identify the paradigmatic realization of such and such an art 
with such and such a particular form of art is doomed to fail, if only be- 
cause by virtue of the general definition of Art the paradigmatic realiza- 
tion of any art gua Art could not take place anywhere other than in classi- 
cal art, since it is there that Art unfolds the full plenitude of its essence. 
The only coherent solution would be to abandon the historicization of the 
division of the arts and limit oneself to that of the forms of art. But this 
solution is excluded to the extent that the logic of the system also requires 
an evolution of the different arts, an evolution leading to interiority in 
painting, music, and especially poetry. This requirement does not follow 
from the strictly aesthetic analysis, but from the necessity of integrating it 
into the overall philosophical system that “programs” for the whole sphere 
of absolute Spirit a movement of progressive interiorization that eventu- 
ates in the transcendence of Art by thought, a transcendence that implies 
its self-dissolution in comedy, the point of no return for poetry and 
thereby for Art 


Tue Arts 


If there are only three forms of Art, that is, three stages that correspond to 
the progressive explication of the essence of Art, and if the different arts 
can be referred to these stages, why are there more than three arts? And if 
there are not three, why are there five rather than six or seven? The ques- 
tion is less absurd than it looks, since the Aesthetics claims to describe Art 
in accord with its essential nature, which implies that each stage isolated 
is necessary, but also that there exist no others in addition to these: the 
system seeks to be complete and closed. In fact: “the genuine division can 
only be derived from the nature of the work of art; in the whole of the 
genres of art the nature of art unfolds the whole of the aspects and factors 
inherent in its own essence.”75 Since this is the case, the question of the 
number of the arts, of the provenance of this number, and of its legitima- 
tion, is crucial. The problem does not come up for the forms of art, since 
they are directly deduced from the dialectic of interiority and exteriority, 
a dialectic that legitimates both their number and the order of their suc- 
cession. The same cannot be said of the arts: the fact that there are five 
canonical arts seems not to be the result of a philosophical derivation but 
the registering of a contingent fact: if in the Western tradition (obviously 
things are different in other traditions) we have witnessed the progressive 
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elaboration of a hierarchy of the arts eventuating in the five canonical arts, 
that is a mere historical contingency.” These five arts do not circumscribe 
the whole spectrum of human aesthetic activities, nor that of the institu- 
tionalized artistic activities in the West; we have only to think of the art of 
dance or landscape gardening (still present in Kant’s aesthetics), two arts 
that the tradition of the speculative theory of Art marginalizes.7” 

The difficulties Hegel encounters in his attempt to bring the system of 
the five arts into conformity with their hermeneutic foundation (the three 
forms of art) are multiple.7? At the beginning, there is a satisfying (from 
the point of view of the system) triadic classification. There is the field of 
the three plastic arts, each of which is referred to a form of art; architecture 
to symbolic art, sculpture to classical art, painting to romantic art. But this 
classification, which establishes a term-for-term correspondence between 
the forms of art and the arts, is then thrown off balance by the need to 
make room for music and poetry as well. We have already seen the uncer- 
tain status accorded to poetry: is it a romantic art or a universal art? By 
qualifying it as “the universal art,”79 Hegel can identify it with the Ideal of 
Beauty, and hence with Art in its absolute unity. But at the same time it is 
no longer a singular specification of Art, which has to pass through the 
particular specification of the forms of art. In other words, if poetry is the 
universal art it is categorially irreducible to the other arts. Inversely, if it 
is a romantic art, how is it that Hegel can not only devote most of his 
analyses to ancient poetry, but draw the fundamental determinations of its 
genres (epic, lyric, dramatic) from ancient poetry as well? The case of 
music poses other problems, which paradoxically affect painting. On one 
hand, by associating music with painting, Hegel is obliged to “disconnect” 
the latter from the other plastic arts and make it wholly an art of spiritual 
interiority. But at the same time, he thinks that music is the true art of 
interiority, and in this regard he opposes it to painting defined as the art 
of external appearances. Whence the ambiguity of the status of painting, 
which emerges quite clearly from the initial pages of the chapters devoted 
to poetry, in which Hegel compares the latter to the other arts. Poetry is in 
fact supposed to be sometimes the synthesis of the plastic arts and music, 
and sometimes the synthesis of painting and music, according to whether 
Hegel considers it as the universal art or as the third romantic art. In other 
words, painting is sometimes a specific plastic art, the one that realizes 
itself in the romantic form of art, and sometimes it is the representative of 
plastic art as such insofar as it is opposed to the pure interiority of music. 
Compared with the other plastic arts it is an art of interiority, whereas 
compared with music it remains an art of external appearances. In every 
case its grouping together with music disorganizes the system. 

Other problems arise at the level of the chronological dimension of the 
system of the arts, a dimension that is inevitable, since every categorial 
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differentiation is subject to an evolutionary schema. Hegel in fact distin- 
guishes three schemas: 

a) the evolution of each art through the three forms of art; 

b) the internal evolution of each art conceived as a historical organism; 
every art has three stylistic stages that follow each other necessarily, 
namely the austere style, the ideal style, and the pleasant style; 

c) the evolution that leads from one art to another and from one genre 
to another; architecture is not only the first art according to the categorial 
determination, but also from the point of view of historical genesis; in the 
same way, within poetry, epic is both the first form according to its con- 
ceptual determination and the historically originary literary genre. 

The connections that exist among these different temporalities are far 
from clear. Thus Hegel tells us that the autonomous evolution of the arts 
according to the schema of the three styles is “independent of the forms of 
art” and “common to all the arts.” These three styles correspond in fact to 
the three key movements of every organic movement: “Each art has its 
time of efflorescence, of its perfect development as an art, and a history 
preceding and following this moment of perfection. For the products of all 
the arts are works of the spirit and therefore are not, like natural produc- 
tions, complete all at once within their specific sphere; on the contrary, 
they have a beginning, a progress, a perfection, and an end, a growth, 
blossoming, and decay.”®° Does this mean that within the temporal field 
delimited by a given form of art, each art goes through this organic growth 
and decline, or that this organic evolution of the arts is on the contrary 
superimposed upon the whole of the three forms of art, the symbolic form 
representing the genesis, the classical form the perfection, and the roman- 
tic form the decline? Hegel no doubt chose the first option, since he refers 
to the evolution of the arts “within their specific domain”; one might as- 
sume that this expression refers to the forms of art. However, insofar as the 
triad of symbolic, classical and romantic is itself governed by a movement 
that goes from an initial disequilibrium toward a moment of equilibrium 
and ends in a final disequilibrium, the distinctions between the two orders 
of temporality tend to become blurred; thus the privilege accorded Greek 
art as Art par excellence and the theory of the death of art sketch out a 
organicist-evolutionist conception of Art as such that seems merely to be 
reflected in the cycles that the different arts pass through within a given 
form of art. l 

Of the three chronological movements postulated, the most difficult to 
accept seems to me to be the one that is supposed to connect the different 
arts with each other. And yet it is made inevitable by Hegel’s evident de- 
sire to connect each art with a form of art, and thus with a historically 
specific worldview. The artificial character of the correspondence between 
the forms of art and the arts is nowhere more manifest than it is here. 
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Hegel’s problem is illustrated by his hesitations as soon as he tries to move 
from the general thesis to its concrete instances. We have seen that in the 
case of architecture, he is categorical: “What we have to do is to establish 
the beginning of art by so deriving it from the Concept or essential nature 
of art itself that we can see that the first task of art consists in giving shape 
to what is objective in itself, i.e. the physical world of nature, the external 
environment of the spirit, and so to build into what has no inner life of its 
own a meaning and form which remain external to it because this meaning 
and form are not immanent in the objective world itself. The art on which 
this task is imposed is, as we have seen, architecture which originally 
began to be developed earlier than sculpture or painting and music "D 
The same goes, within poetry, for epic, which is “an original whole;” a 
people’s epics are the “absolutely earliest books which express for it its 
own original spirit.”®? On the other hand, in the case of sculpture and 
painting, Hegel limits himself to a weaker form of his thesis. Thus a pre- 
classical sculpture does exist, but it truly flourishes only when architecture 
itself has already attained its fulfillment: a statue of a god presupposes the 
existence of a (Greek) temple. Painting, to be sure, is not strictly later than 
sculpture, since there were also famous painters in antiquity; nevertheless, 
we have seen that it is solely in the romantic period that it can flourish in 
conformity with its essence. 

Music deserves a somewhat more detailed treatment here. The chapter 
Hegel devotes to it is a genuine foreign body within the Aesthetics. Thus 
Hegel does not establish a musical paradigm, whereas the discussion of the 
other arts takes place around such a paradigm, which is supposed to ex- 
press their hermeneutic essence: the Greek temple, the statue of the god, 
Italian and Dutch painting, the Homeric epic or Sophoclean tragedy. With 
the exception of music, the only other art for which Hegel does not estab- 
lish a paradigm is lyric poetry. This is surely not accidental: lyric poetry is 
the expression of internal subjectivity, as is music in a much more radical 
way—that is, in a more formal way. Hegel adds that in these two cases the 
interiority in question lacks concrete determination: hence its (generic) 
exteriorization becomes a vague mass with unclear subdivisions. This is 
especially the case with music: “But if after this general indication of the 
principle of music and the division of the subject we propose to go on to 
distinguish its particular aspects, we are met in the nature of the case with 
a peculiar difficulty. Since the musical element of sound and the inner life, 
in which the content proceeds, is so abstract and formal, we cannot go on 
to particularize without at once running into technical matters such as 
numerical relations between notes, differences between instruments, keys, 
Concorde, etc.”°3 In other words, one is obliged to move directly from the 
most general determination of music to the determination of its technical 
aspects. There is no continuity between these two extreme levels; there is 
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no intermediary level, which is represented in the other arts by the treat- 
ment of the hermeneutic ideal, an ideal on the basis of which Hegel claims 
to derive the technical aspects. For example, the preference he accords to 
the division of tragedy into three acts as opposed to the division into five 
acts derives directly from the hermeneutic determination of the ideal 
tragic action, a determination that contains three terms: two poles that are 
opposed to each other and their final reconciliation. If this level, interme- 
diary but central from the point of view of the system (since it makes it 
possible to connect the general philosophical determinations with a tech- 
nical normativity) is lacking in music, that is because of the purely formal 
character of music’s material, sound, which is incapable of expressing in 
a determinate manner the ideal (ideell) content from which it proceeds: 
“what it lacks is giving to itself an objective configuration whether in the 
forms of actual external phenomena or in the objectivity of spiritual views 
and ideas. ”8+ 

This leads to an unfortunate consequence: to tlhe extent that music is 
purely formal, it is susceptible only of quantitative determinations; yet any 
genuine determination is a determination of content, and any determina- 
tion of content is of a qualitative order. This defect of music from the point 
of view of hermeneutic representation makes of it an art that is constantly 
threatening to move beyond the scope of Art in the strong sense of the 
term. This is the case for instrumental music: to be sure, the theme can 
represent a state of mind, but the development of this theme no longer 
corresponds to any development of this initial content, which remains ever 
the same: “The meaning to be expressed in a musical theme is already 
exhausted in the theme; if the theme is repeated or if it goes on to further 
contrasts and modulations, then the repetitions, modulations, transforma- 
tions in different keys, etc. readily prove superfluous for an understanding 
of the work and belong rather to a purely musical elaboration and an 
assimilation into the manifold realm of harmonic differences etc. which 
are neither demanded by the subject-matter nor remain carried by it; 
while in the plastic arts, on the other hand, the execution of individual 
parts down to individual details is solely an ever more exact mode of 
bringing the subject-matter itself into relief and an analysis of it in a living 
way.”85 In other words, so that music might have a determinate content, 
this content must be given to music from the outside, by words. Without 
such a preceding content that is already clear in itself “music remains 
empty and meaningless (bedeutungslos), and because the one chief thing 
in all art, namely spiritual content and expression, is missing from it, it is 
not yet strictly to be called art. "96 Whence the conclusion to which we have 
already alluded: only vocal music, insofar as it is capable of endowing 
music with a qualitatively determined content and thus with a concrete 
meaning, can elevate it to the dignity of a true art: the human voice is the 
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instrument par excellence of musical art. One could hardly imagine a more 
paradoxical conclusion: music is a true art only insofar as it ceases to be an 
autonomous art and allies itself with poetry. What is at issue here is not so 
much the fact that Hegel grants preference to vocal music over instrumen- 
tal music, but that this preference concerns a type of music that is not in 
conformity with the definition of the essence of music that he gives else- 
where. Had he defined music as vocal music, and later derived instrumen- 
tal music as a secondary form, the situation would have been less paradox- 
ical. In vocal music, song, melos, sound and meaning are inseparable, 
purely formal organization and signifying structure, and Hegel could have 
inserted it into his hermeneutic system (at the price of marginalizing in- 
strumental music). The paradox is clear: his general philosophical deter- 
mination of music defines it as a purely formal representation in sound of 
the interiority in its abstraction, and this marginalizes vocal music; at the 
same time, music is a true Art only if it ceases to be purely instrumental, 
that is, if it becomes vocal, and thus ceases to be in conformity with its 
essence, that is, if in a certain way it ceases to be an art. In order to be 
artistic (in the generic sense) music must cease to be an Art (as a specifica- 
tion of the system of the five arts). 

However one examines the problem, the consequences for the internal 
coherence of the Hegelian system are serious: music is the art in which the 
fundamental assumption of Hegel’s theory of art, namely the idea that the 
unity of Art is the unity of a hermeneutic determination, is demolished. If 
(instrumental) music is an art, the essence of Art cannot reside in its con- 
tent, since music is incapable of expressing a content. D" Hence music can- 
not be an Art, at the risk of damaging the credibility of the Hegelian sys- 
tem, since contrary to arts like dance or landscape gardening, music—and 
this holds for instrumental music as well—is, in the opening decades of the 
nineteenth century, firmly established as a canonical art. 

Difficulties of the same kind emerge in relation to architecture. A sym- 
bolic art, it is in fact marked by a hermeneutic defect: the sensuous form 
only very imperfectly translates the spiritual interiority that informs it. We 
have already encountered the paradoxical assertion that even though ar- 
chitecture is the symbolic art par excellence it finds its adequate realiza- 
tion not in symbolic architecture, but in classical architecture. This para- 
dox is illuminated here, when we recall that symbolic architecture, insofar 
as it realizes the essence of architecture, is an autonomous architecture: 
“The productions of this architecture should stimulate thought by them- 
selves, and arouse general ideas without being purely a cover and environ- 
ment for meanings already independently shaped in other ways.”®® 
Classical architecture is on the contrary purely functional: it is only the 
hermeneutically inert structure that surrounds the statue of the god. Thus 
the pair autonomous architecture and functional! architecture corresponds 


2 CHAPTER THREE 


to that of pure music and vocal music: in both cases, what should appear 
as a defect in relation to the purity of the essence of the art in question, is 
revealed to be its paradigmatic realization. Like pure music supplanted by 
vocal music, autonomous architecture is replaced by functional architec- 
ture; in both cases, the semiotic materials, inert matter or pure sound, are 
incapable of becoming the supports for a determinate and concrete mean- 
ing. Architecture thus attains its full development only when it ceases to 
try to signify by itself and puts itself in the service of an art that can ade- 
quately express spiritual interiority, in this case sculpture. This classical 
stage of architecture is that of the Greek temple. Contrary to the edifices of 
the symbolic period (the Tower of Babel, for instance), it no longer has its 
own meaning and becomes purely functional (zweckmässig): as the god’s 
dwelling, its model is the human house, and the choice of its components 
(columns, walls, peristyles, etc.) is governed by purely formal motives. 

At least two paradoxes are involved here. On one hand, architecture is 
the symbolic art, and thus its nature is defined as an inadequate exteriori- 
zation of the spiritual content; the sensuous realization imposes an opacity 
that the meaning can hardly penetrate. But the definition of Art as such is 
to be the coalescence of the sensuous material and the spiritual meaning. 
Architecture thus cannot be an Art in the full sense of the term, but only, 
as Hegel puts it with regard to symbolic art, a preparatory stage leading 
toward Art. In other words, the very definition of architectural art is that 
it is not truly an Art. On the other hand, and this is a still greater paradox, 
architecture is realized all the more perfectly in the degree that it moves 
away from its own essence, that is, that it ceases to be symbolic, that it 
ceases to possess a hermeneutic dimension. The paradox is greater than in 
the case of music: music could be subordinated to poetry because it did not 
have a hermeneutic dimension; yet architecture does indeed have its own 
hermeneutic dimension, even if the latter is inadequate. Thus its paradig- 
matic realization, that is, functional architecture, presupposes that it 
somehow ceases to be an art (since it loses its hermeneutic dimension, 
which defines art as such) and realizes itself fully (but as what? ). It is clear 
that Hegel is here the victim of a conflict between the conviction that ar- 
chitecture does not have a representational function and the requirements 
of his system that define Art as such in relation to a specific representa- 
tional content. 

All these inconsistencies in the system of the arts are in large part due to 
two fundamental postulates of the Aesthetics: the idea that conceptual dif- 
ferentiations unfold progressively in History (historicism) and the herme- 
neutic thesis according to which the unity of the arts is guaranteed by the 
identity of their content. The first postulate is responsible for the fruitless 
attempt to correlate the semiotic system of the arts with the historical sys- 
tem of the forms of art; the second leads to definitions that are paradoxi- 
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cal, to say the least, of architecture and music, two arts that it is not easy 
to reconcile with the claim that forms are only the translation, the mobili- 
zation, of a content, of a worldview. 

It is perhaps not accidental that it is in discussing these two arts that the 
question of the aesthetic aspect of art—a question that is the great absence 
in Hegel’s Aesthetics—can be glimpsed. I shall limit myself to the example 
of architecture. The unfortunate character of the absence of a specifically 
aesthetic problematics emerges in the course of the discussion of func- 
tional architecture. In what way can a building that is defined solely by its 
“appropriateness to purpose”®9 still be beautiful? The fact that it is in the 
service of an external goal seems to be irreconcilable with having its end in 
itself, which is so central in the Hegelian conception of Art. On the other 
hand, the domain of the Ideal of Beauty is excluded from architecture 
when the latter ceases to have its own meaning. Nonetheless, Hegel tries to 
introduce architectural beauty: “But if these primarily purely useful forms 
are to rise to beauty, they must not remain at their original abstractness 
but must go beyond symmetry and eurhythmy to the organic, the con- 
crete, the varied, and the self-complete. But in that event there enters as it 
were a reflection on differences and characteristics, as well as an express 
emphasis on and formation of aspects which for pure purposiveness is 
wholly superfluous.”9° The imprecision of the terms marks a deep prob- 
lem: in reality, Hegel is seeking the impossible third term that would be 
neither pure functionality nor the Ideal of Beauty defined as hermeneutic 
content incarnating itself in a sensuous form. One cannot help thinking of 
the finality without representation of a specific end in Kantian aesthetics. 
Thus we learn that the forms of architecture must indeed approach or- 
ganic forms, but without going so far as to actually represent them, in 
which case we would fall back into symbolic architecture, which makes 
use of organic forms by endowing them with a hermeneutic dimension. 
Moreover, this architectural beauty must not become “an adornment 
merely,”9 that is, it must always remain connected with functionality. 
Classical architectural beauty would thus be situated between the Idea of 
Beauty, with which it dispenses the better to serve sculptural works, and 
pleasing beauty, which falls outside the domain of genuine beauty. But 
this (Kantian) third term is strictly unthinkable in Hegelian aesthetics, for 
which the domain of the Beautiful is coextensive with that of the sensuous 
expression of a worldview, and thus with a hermeneutic definition of the 
Beautiful. 

We could demonstrate that the same difficulty arises in music, with 
regard to its purely formal dimension and to the question of how to evalu- 
ate this dimension when it is no longer referable to a content. In both cases 
the Aesthetics runs up against the limits imposed by its theoretical frame- 
work. At the same time it involuntarily reveals that the theory of art can- 
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not be reduced purely and simply to a hermeneutics, that form is not the 
simple clothing of the content, that beauty is not reducible to representa- 
tion, and that the arts do something other than express a worldview. 


Tue Art oF Art: POETRY 


Insofar as Hegel considers the arts almost exclusively from the hermeneu- 
tic point of view, it is not surprising that he privileges verbal art. To be 
sure, the question of the paradigmatic art is complex, since poetry seems 
to be in competition with sculpture. But to the extent that the paradigms 
have different meanings, this competition is merely apparent. 

Sculpture is the art par excellence when Hegel is defining Art in relation 
to the knowledge of the understanding and to speculative thought: the 
sculptor’s work realizes in an exemplary manner the dual nature of artistic 
representation, which is distinguished from discursive knowledge by 
being both a sensuous reality and a spiritual meaning. From this point of 
view, poetry appears as atypical, since it reduces its sensuous realization, 
sound, to the rank of a simple “meaningless sign.”9 It no longer has an 
artistically significant value as a sensuous phenomenon, but solely as an 
arbitrary support for a meaning: “Consequently in the case of poetry 
proper it is a matter of indifference whether we read it or hear it read; it 
can even be translated into other languages without essential detriment to 
its value,and turned from poetry into prose, and in these cases it is related 
to quite different sounds from those of the original.”93 By thus minimizing 
its dependence on the sensuous, poetry deviates from the conceptual deter- 
mination of Art: “poetry destroys the fusion of spiritual inwardness with 
external existence to an extent that begins to be incompatible with the 
original conception of art, with the result that poetry runs the risk of losing 
itself in a transition from the region of sense into that of the spirit.” 
Whence also the danger that constantly dogs it, that of falling back below 
art into the discourse of the understanding, or of attempting to go beyond 
Art toward speculative discourse. 

Yet when one adopts the point of view of the hermeneutic definition of 
Art, the superiority of poetry over other arts explodes. In fact, all the other 
arts are limited with regard to the domain of the content of Art, of the Ideal 
of Beauty, that they can represent; this limitation. is due precisely to the 
specificity of their sensuous realization (of their material), which always 
remains partially opaque with regard to the spiritual meaning. The more 
an art succeeds in freeing itself from the limits inherent in the opacity of its 
material, the greater the domain of the ideas it can express: “Now poetry 
cuts itself free from this importance of the material, in the general sense 
that the specific character of its mode of sensuous expression affords no 
reason any longer for restriction to a specific subject-matter and a con- 
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fined sphere of treatment and presentation. Ít is therefore not linked exclu- 
sively to any specific form of art; on the contrary, it is the universal art 
which can shape in any way and express any subject-matter capable at all 
of entertaining the imagination, because its proper material is the imagi- 
nation itself, that universal foundation of all the particular art-forms and 
the individual arts.”95 As the end of the passage quoted shows, the advan- 
tage poetry has over the other arts is not solely quantitative but also qual- 
itative. It not only expresses more contents than do the other arts, but 
possesses a special status, in the sense that it works directly in and on the 
imagination. 

How does poetry free itself from this dependence with regard to materi- 
als? After all, verbal matter also has its specificities, and thus, it would 
seem, its limits. To be sure, but the true material (Material) of poetry is 
not—as one might at first think—verbal expression as a physical phenom- 
enon; it is the internal representation itself that constitutes the poetic ma- 
terial: “It is spiritual forms which take the place of perceptibility and pro- 
vide the material to be given a shape, just as marble, bronze, color, and 
musical sounds were the material earlier on. "op Poetic sound does not have 
the same status as musical sound or the sculptor’s stone; it is a material 
only in a figurative sense of the term: “Spirit ... has speech only as a 
means of communicaton or as an external reality out of which, as out of a 
mere sign, it has withdrawn into itself from the very start.” 97 

Two difficulties immediately arise. The first has to do with the fact that 
internal representation is supposed to be the content of every art, and thus 
also of poetry: “we must not be led astray by the statement that ideas and 
intuitions are in truth the subject-matter of poetry. "27 But it is precisely 
here that the specificity of poetry explodes: it is the sole art in which the 
material and the content are in a certain way one and the same. Then a 
second difficulty arises: if the internal representation is both the material 
and the content of poetry, how can it still be distinguished from prosaic 
discursivity? In fact, in order for the material of representation to be trans- 
formed into poetic content, it has to be transformed by the imagination. It 
is this transformation that is lacking in the common representation: “We 
can put this difference in general terms by saying that it is not ideas as 
such but the artistic imagination which makes some material poetic. . . . 
The basic demand necessitated here is limited to this: (i) that the subject- 
matter shall not be conceived either in terms of scientific or speculative 
thinking or in the form of wordless feeling or with the clarity and precision 
with which we perceive external objects, and (ii) that it shall not enter our 
ideas with the accidents, fragmentation, and relativities of finite reality.” 99 
This imaginative transformation also belongs, of course, to the domain of 
internal representation (Vorstellung), so that poetry is indeed the art that 
realizes itself in and through internal representation: “this objectivity . . . 


176 CHAPTER THREE 


acquires an existence only within consciousness itself as something spiri- 
tually presented and intuited.”1° 

Poetry thus does indeed have an atypical status: it is the place where the 
sensuous element of Art fades away in order to become a pure, transitive 
sign of interiority. Paradoxically, this characteristic, which situates it at 
the boundaries of Art if it is approached from the point of view of its 
semiotic specificity, situates it at Art’s center if one adopts the point of view 
of its hermeneutic status. Poetry resides on the boundaries of Art insofar 
as it tends to minimize the sensuous element, but it occupies its center 
insofar as its material, which is purely spiritual, is at the same time its 
content, and this content is nothing other than the content of Art as such. 

By virtue of this theory, Hegel thinks he can maintain that poetry is, in 
the proper sense of the expression, the art of Art: it is Art stripped of any 
external limitation and reduced to its essential core, which is the creative 
imagination. In other words, the boundaries of poetry are the limits of Art 
as such: empirical, nonsubstantial reality on one side, speculative reason 
on the other. 

Thus poetry, as a reproduction of “the totality of beauty,”'™ is the syn- 
thesis of all the arts: “on the one hand, poetry, like music, contains that 
principle of the self-apprehension of the inner life as inner, which architec- 
ture, sculpture, and painting lack; while, on the other hand, in the very 
field of inner ideas, perceptions, and feelings it broadens out into an objec- 
tive world which does not altogether lose the determinate character of 
scupture and painting. Finally, poetry is more capable than any other art 
of completely unfolding the totality of an event, a successive series and the 
changes of the heart’s movements, passions, ideas, and the complete 
course of an action.”! Since it is the total art, it is also the most systematic 
art, in fact the only art that reduplicates within itself the fundamental 
determinations of the Idea of Beauty. Literary genres are the place where 
this reduplication occurs. Poetry is the only art that specifies itself in a 
speculatively pertinent generic system, because its flourishing, not being 
limited by a unilateral material, is nothing other than the unfolding of 
Beauty as such: “As a totality of art, not exclusively confined by any one- 
sidedness in its material to one particular sort of execution, poetry takes 
for its specific form the different modes of artistic production in general: 
and therefore the basis for dividing and articulating the different sorts of 
poetry must be derived from the general nature of artistic presentation. 193 

In its reduplication of the theory of Art, does the system of genres repro- 
duce the system of the forms of art, or rather that of the arts? On one hand, 
we learn that epic poetry, to the extent that it represents the developed 
totality of the spiritual world in the form of external reality (event), repro- 
duces the principle of the visual arts—with the important difference that 
in the case of the plastic arts the reality is material, whereas in epic we are 
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confronted by an ideal reality that exists only as an imaginary projection. 
Similarly, Hegel repeatedly establishes the links between lyric poetry—the 
poetry of subjective interiority (state of mind)—and music; moreover, the 
most important genre of lyric poetry is the Lied, the song. This being so, 
one might expect that dramatic art would be the reproduction, within po- 
etry, of the synthesis of the plastic arts and music, that is, the reduplica- 
tion of poetry as such (since we know that poetry as such is already the 
synthesis of the plastic arts and music). And in fact Hegel defines dramatic 
poetry by the action; the action is the synthesis of the representation of 
objective reality (event) and the representation of the interiority of the 
subject (state of mind), which corresponds to the definition of poetry as 
such. Moreover, dramatic poetry is the supreme stage of poetry: “Because 
drama has been developed into the most perfect totality of content and 
form, it must be regarded as the highest stage of poetry and of art gener- 
ally. "03 In other words, just as poetry as such synthesizes the other arts, 
dramatic poetry synthesizes the other literary genres, and thus poetry: it is 
the poetry of poetry. But poetry is already the art of Art. Dramatic poetry 
is thus the outcome of a double reduplication of both the other arts and the 
other literary genres: 


plastic arts epic 
art poetry dramatic poetry 
music lyric poetry 


But the distinction between objective poetry (epic), subjective poetry 
(lyric), and objective-subjective poetry (dramatic poetry) is not only a re- 
duplication of the system of the arts. It must also be related to the theory of 
the forms of art, the latter also being organized around the dialectic of 
objectivity and subjectivity. Hegel links symbolic art with the representa- 
tion of external objectivity, romantic art with the exteriorization of subjec- 
tivity, and classical art with the synthesis of objective representation and 
subjective expression.!©5 As was already the case at the level of the system 
of the arts in its totality, this parallel between the hermeneutics of the forms 
of art and the semiotics of the arts disorganizes the generic system. ICH 

It is at the level of epic and of dramatic poetry that the system falls 
apart. Thus, in light of the characterization of lyric poetry—which is 
linked with music—epic should be closely related to architecture, an art of 
objective representation and a symbolic art; as for dramatic poetry, one 
would expect to find it associated with sculpture, the classical art par ex- 
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cellence. Yet when Hegel compares epic with the visual arts, he does not 
refer to architecture, but rather to sculpture: epic works are “sculptural 
pictures.”!°7 The reason for this choice is not hard to find: dramatic poetry 
cannot be referred to the plastic arts, to sculpture for example, because in 
the reduplicated system, the plastic arts, far from representing the ulti- 
mate synthesis, correspond to the objective pole; on the other hand, mak- 
ing epic the reproduction of architecture would have meant connecting a 
literary genre Hegel considers fundamental with an art that he deval- 
orizes. We might also note in passing another inconsistency: by grouping 
the plastic arts on the side of the pole of objective representation, Hegel 
has to cut off painting and music, whereas elsewhere he sees in them two 
romantic arts; at the same time he is obliged to connect architecture with 
sculpture, whereas the former is supposed to be a symbolic art and the 
latter a classical art. 

All these inconsistencies, deleterious from the point of view of system- 
atic coherence, also have an undeniable advantage: they make Hegel’s 
procedure more fluid, and it gains in analytical finesse what it loses in 
systematic rigor. The chapters devoted to poetry are incontestably the 
glory of the Aesthetics, not only because in this vertiginous reduplication 
Hegel brings once again into play all the categorial distinctions developed 
in the theory of the forms of art and in the semiotics of the arts, but also 
because it is in the domain of literary art that the architectonic power of 
his thought is most felicitously wedded to his aesthetic sensibility. None- 
theless, the attempt at reducing the system of the arts to a historical- 
philosophical hermeneutics once again shows itself to be problematic. 

To the extent that Hegelian literary theory is a theory of genres, that is, 
to the extent that it situates literary reality in the triadic system of epic, 
lyrical poetry, and drama, it also ends up reducing all the historically at- 
tested genres to these three fundamental categories. This reduction also 
produces some strains. 

Thus Hegel appears to be trying to make the triad of genres function on 
three different levels: 

First, the distribution of literary works among the different categories 
seems to depend on distinguishing their modalities of enunciation. Thus 
the chapter devoted to dramatic poetry groups brings together the forms 
belonging to the mimetic mode. The chapter on epic poetry contains con- 
siderations on cosmogonies, theogonies, stories and novels, so that it may 
seem to represent narrative literature. But this criterion no longer holds for 
lyric poetry: the lyric poem is the expression of a state of mind, that is, it 
is defined by its content. There is therefore no triadic system at the level of 
the modalities of enunciation. 

Next, a second categorization resorts to a sort of logic of actions: epic 
poetry is the representation of an exogenic conflict, that is, one between 
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heroes who belong to different communities; dramatic poetry, on the con- 
trary, has an endogenic plot, that is, it represents conflicts internal to a 
given community; as for lyrical poetry, it has no action and limits itself to 
describing internal states of mind. If this model functions fairly well for 
ancient epic and tragedy (although there are notable exceptions: Aeschy- 
lus’s Persians is a tragedy with an exogenic plot), it can no longer be valid 
as soon as modern narrative literature is taken into account; few novels 
have exogenic conflicts as their subject, on the contrary, the “domestic” 
character of most modern narrative plots is clear, and Hegel is the first to 
point this out. 

Finally, the third categorization defines the genres by their hermeneutic 
structures, and more precisely by the worldviews they convey. It is at this 
level that the reduction proves to be most difficult. 

Let us begin with the definition of the epic: “the content and form of 
epic proper is the entire world-outlook and objective manisfestation of a 
national spirit presented in its self-objectifying shape as an actual 
event... . As such an original whole the epic work is the Saga, the Book, 
the Bible of a people, and every great and important people has such abso- 
lutely earliest books which express for it its own original spirit.”"°° This 
determination of the essence of epic poetry as such is in fact an analysis of 
the Homeric epics. Whence the marginalization of all the narrative tradi- 
tions that are not reducible to the hermeneutic model elaborated on the 
basis of (and for) the /liad: theogonies, cosmogonies, didactic literature 
(fables, etc.), extra-European epics, without mentioning the immense field 
of the novel (which—if it holds the special attention of the critic and of the 
philosopher of history—has little value in the eyes of the theoretician of 
the system of the arts). Hegel justifies this marginalization by resorting to 
the distinction between essential and contingent forins—which is not quite 
sufficient.19 

On the other hand, when Hegel analyzes lyric poetry he does not, as we 
have seen, establish a classical paradigm, and the examples he analyzes 
are drawn at random from ancient, oriental (Hafiz) and “romantic” po- 
etry, with a clear preference accorded the latter (especial Goethe’s and 
Schiller’s poems). The absence of a paradigm has to do with the fact that 
lyric poetry is the expression of subjectivity and consequently an intrinsi- 
cally unstable form of unlimited individual diversity. In this sense, it con- 
tinues to be the foreign body it was in most of the three-genre systems." 

In the case of dramatic poetry, the situation is more complex. Hegel 
admits at the outset a subdivision into three subgenres, tragedy, comedy, 
and drama," each of which has its own specificity. In the general deter- 
mination of dramatic poetry, he consequently limits himself to analyses 
that bear on the specificity of dramatic action and unity in relation to epic 
action and unity (endogenic conflict vs. exogenic conflict), on the themes 
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of the dramatic conflict and on the formal organization of the drama (dic- 
tion, dialogue, meter, etc.), in other words, analyses that seek to determine 
what one might call the poetological status of dramatic art. But it is in the 
system of subgenres that the difficulties arise. First of all, Hegel dispenses 
entirely with the tripartite classification of the symbolic, the classical, and 
the romantic, which is replaced by a dyadic schema opposing the ancient 
to the modern. Formally, this schema determines six forms. But they do 
not have the same status. Thus ancient tragedy alone is a true tragedy, 
because it represents conflicts between substantial forces, expressing all 
the fundamental human determinations (Antigone); modern tragedy, on 
the contrary, presents conflicts that arise from the contingency of a char- 
acter (Othello)? or from a passion (Romeo and Juliet), themes that gen- 
erally lack any substantial justification of their own. The same thing 
holds, even though to a lesser extent, for comedy: its paradigm is also 
ancient, modern comedy being either too serious (Tartuffe) or too prosaic. 
The true modern dramatic genre is the drama (drame): a mixture, even a 
sort of synthesis of the elements of tragedy and comedy, it certainly exists 
in antiquity as well (the satyr play, the tragicomedy), but it flourishes 
essentially in the modern period (Goethe’s Jphigeneia). In other words, 
alongside the synchronic schema tragedy-comedy-drama a diachronic 
schema is outlined, tragedy and comedy being reserved for ancient art, 
and drama for romantic art. This schema is apparently dialectical: trag- 
edy represents the triumph of substantiality over subjectivity (tragic he- 
roes are destroyed, because the unilateral nature of their goals has to be 
absorbed into the substantial unity); comedy represents the triumph of 
subjectivity; as for drama, we already know that it is a quasi-synthesis of 
substantiality and subjectivity. We would thus have a supplementary re- 
duplication of the triad of objectivity, subjectivity, and their synthesis, this 
time within dramatic poetry itself, which is the synthesis of poetry; the 
latter is the synthesis of the other arts and reproduces the three forms of 
art within itself. Hegel scarcely exploits this schema, since it would 
amount to situating the ultimate synthesis of Art in a modern form, 
whereas by virtue of the general historical-philosophical thesis, only clas- 
sical art is the site of the synthesis. That is why drama is only a quasi- 
synthesis: in fact, even though Hegel actually uses the term “mediation” 
(vermittein) to characterize it, he immediately adds that this genre is less 
important than tragedy and comedy, and that it is intrinsically unstable to 
the extent that it constantly threatens either to move beyond the dramatic 
proper (into lyric poetry) or to fall into the prosaic element."3 

We see that in each of the three paradigmatic genres noted, the attempt 
to maintain a strict correspondence between the semiotics of the arts and 
the hermeneutics of the forms of art leads to more or less serious inconsis- 
tencies. Assuredly, these are inconsistencies only when measured by the 
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yardstick of the Hegelian ideal of systematicity, in the name of which the 
author of the Aesthetics claims to accede to a kind of knowledge opposed 
to the knowledge of pedestrian science; but if we want to do him justice, we 
can do so only by judging him by his own criteria. Moreover, it is precisely 
within this systematic framework that Hegel’s central contribution to the 
tradition of the speculative theory of Art resides. In actuality, the thesis of 
the ontological function of Art is not a Hegelian invention; we have seen 
that it was developed by the romantics, and Hegel thus merely adopts it. 
On the other hand, the elaboration of a speculative historical-systematic 
theory of Art, which is supposed to legitimate its sacralization through a 
philosophical analysis of the arts, had remained largely at the planning 
stage among the romantics, even if the genesis of the history of Literature 
as we have analyzed it in Friedrich Schlegel’s work already established 
some of its essential mileposts (and already revealed some of its limits). 
We must add that the Hegelian system of the arts leaves the analogous 
attempts made by Solger and Schelling far behind, and in this sense it is 
truly Hegel who accomplished the romantic project of a speculative sci- 
ence of Art. It is therefore not surprising that his system also exhibits most 
clearly the most debatable assumptions of this project, and that he had to 
confront most directly some of its aporias. 


CHAPTER 4 


Ecstatic Vision or Cosmic Fiction? 


\ Lë Hece is seen as the fulfillment of romanticism or as its tran- 
scendence, it cannot be denied that the author of the Aesthetics is linked to 
his predecessors by a deep philosophical solidarity based on idealism. 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, in contrast, seek deliberately to situate 
themselves outside that tradition. Schopenhauer claims to be Kant’s sole 
legitimate heir, and considers null and void the “imposture” of Fichte, 
Schelling, and Hegel. Nietzsche challenges the whole of the post-Socratic 
philosophical tradition, including Kant and Plato, whom Schopenhauer, 
his early master, considered the two leading lights of Western thought. 
Nietzsche thus quickly moves away from the author of The World as Will 
and Idea, whose pessimism and depreciation of earthly life he rejects. 
Nonetheless, even in his later writings, Nietzsche is still wrestling with 
Schopenhauer.! What is more important for us is that when these two phi- 
losophers are situated in relation to the romantic and idealist tradition, 
their differences fade away in comparison with their common break with 
this tradition. In the case of Schopenhauer, this break does not reflect a 
chronological sequence, since the first edition of The World as Will and 
Idea (1819) is practically contemporary with Hegel’s lectures on Aesthetics 
(begun in 1819). However, Schopenhauer became influential only after 
Hegel’s death, so that from the point of view of the social history of philos- 
ophy, he still comes after his great rival. 

We cannot examine this break here, and I shall limit myself to a brief 
enumeration of a few of its essential aspects; only in this way will the 
continuity that exists in the domain of the theory of Art emerge with all its 
significance. The continuity is massive insofar as Schopenhauer’s philoso- 
phy of Beauty and Nietzsche’s earliest writings are concerned. It is more 
paradoxical in the case of Nietzsche’s mature writings; after having se- 
verely criticized the postulates of the speculative theory of Art when he was 
writing Human, All Too Human, he nonetheless ends up reintroducing 
them in his philosophy, albeit in a modified form.. 

Generally, one can distinguish two points on which Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche are fundamentally opposed to the romantic-idealist tradition: 

1. This tradition was a philosophy of the logos, that is, a mode of 
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thought for which it was self-evident that the ontological structure of the 
Universe finds its plenitude in an act of self-knowing (mediated through 
humanity as a spiritual entity). Whether one thinks, with the romantics, 
that this equivalence between rational discourse and the Absolute can be 
realized only through an infinite approach, or, on the contrary, follows 
Hegel in maintaining that absolute knowledge can be realized in actu in 
the philosophical system, in either case it is incumbent upon discourse, 
philosophical or poetic, to realize this equivalence between the real and 
its knowledge-of-itself. According to this conception, in view of its self- 
revelation the order of the world is fundamentally goal-oriented, its ade- 
quate knowledge coinciding with its spiritual plenitude. As for the materi- 
ality of the universe and the sensuous nature of man, they are on the side 
of appearances and are thus destined to be absorbed into the spiritual 
essence. For Schopenhauer, in contrast, man is primordially a sensuous 
being situated in a material space and subject like every being to the iron 
law of the will, a self-engendering and self-destroying cosmic force: the 
will is the true Thing-in-Itself, the absolute other of the phenomenal 
world, and thus of the world of representation. lt escapes all rational 
knowledge and is the nonrepresentable par excellence: even philosophy. 
which is knowledge of the Universe as representation in its totality, is inca- 
pable of going all the way back to the final foundation. As for ordinary 
knowledge, it is even worse off: it is no more than a simple tool in the 
service of the will, and thus has only a pragmatic value. 

Nietzsche emphasizes above all this second aspect: if knowledge, with 
the exception of philosophical knowledge, is also in the service of the will, 
it is the notion of truth as such that becomes problematic. It might very 
well be the case that truth is ultimately no more than a useful fiction, since 
it is sanctioned by criteria that are not internal but only external; we con- 
sider that to be true whose consequences please us, what leads to success, 
etc. Our “Truths” are merely tools, instruments by means of which we act 
in and on our life; their status is pragmatic and not ontological. 

Because of this devalorization of rationality, the ideal of philosophical 
discourse for both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche can no longer be deduc- 
tion, demonstration; rather, it is a question of describing a fundamental 
intuition concerning “life”: the will as the central vital fact. The goal also 
changes: it is no longer pure knowledge that is sought, but rather a lesson 
in wisdom. Philosophy must shake up its disciples, put them in a state of 
crisis, make them emerge from the inauthentic existence (the veil of Maya 
in Schopenhauer), and lead them either toward abandoning the will to live 
(Schopenhauer) or, on the contrary, toward an exacerbation of the will to 
power (Nietzsche). 

2. These oppositions at the level of the status and function of phi- 
losophical discourse have further consequences at the level of the view of 
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humanity. Idealism—and here it is faithful to its romantic origins—saw in 
humanity an infinitely perfectible organism, composed of the sum of par- 
ticular historical communities destined to unite in order to form a collec- 
tive spiritual body. Whence, as we have seen, an eschatological view of 
history. In contrast, Schopenhauer refuses to see in humanity anything 
but the identity of a biological determination, that is, the identity of an 
objectification of the historically transcendent will. In this sense it has been 
rightly said that his thought is a philosophy of the body rather than of the 
subject.” Explicitly opposing Hegel, he rejects as inconsistent the very idea 
of a collective historical subject: “since only the individual, and not the 
human race, has actual, immediate unity of consciousness, the unity of the 
course of life is a mere fiction. Besides, as in nature only the species are 
real, and the genera are mere abstractions, so in the human race only the 
individuais and their course of life are real, the peoples and their lives 
mere abstractions.”3 Whence the radical rejection of historicism, which 
Schopenhauer considers incompatible with any true philosophical 
thought: “While history teaches us that at every time something else has 
been, philosophy tries to assist us to the insight that at all times exactly the 
same was, is, and shall be. In truth, the essence of human life, as of nature 
in general, is given complete in every present time, and therefore only 
requires depth of comprehension in order to be exhaustively known.”4 
Later on, he explains: “All those who set up such constructions of the 
course of the world, or, as they call it, of history, have failed to grasp the 
principal truth of all philosophy, that what is is at all times the same, all 
becoming and arising are only seeming; the Ideas alone are permanent; 
time ideal.”5 

Nietzsche, even though he quickly comes to reject Schopenhauer’s Pla- 
tonism and his radical denial of history, nonetheless discards any idea of 
a teleology or a historical determinism in favor of the contingencies of a 
genealogy: “What, can statistics prove that there are laws in history? 
Laws? They certainly prove how vulgar and nauseatingly uniform the 
masses are; but are the effects of inertia, stupidity, mimicry, love and hun- 
ger to be called laws? Well, let us suppose they are: that, however, only 
goes to confirm the proposition that so far as there are laws in history the 
laws are worthless and the history is also worthless.”° When Nietzsche is 
writing “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,” from which 
the passage just quoted is taken, he is still under the influence of Schopen- 
hauer, as is shown by his defense of a suprahistorical (tiberhistorisch) 
view of humanity: he speaks of “the powers which lead the eye away from 
becoming towards that which bestows upon existence the character of the 
eternal and stable (gleichbedeutend), toward art and religion.”7 But at the 
same time he is already beginning to move away from his master: when he 
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says that life is “a thing that lives by negating, consuming, and contradict- 
ing itself,”® he does so in order to celebrate its power as transformative and 
thus evolutionary in the largest sense of the term, whereas Schopenhauer 
sees in it no more than empty superficial agitation. If for Nietzsche there is 
no historical teleology, history is nonetheless the site of constant vital dis- 
turbances. Thus in his later writings we find history returning as the essen- 
tial dimension of human existence—not of humanity as developing logos 
but humanity as life: history is the history of the great individuals who 
create events, and who make them their work. Thus the goal Nietzsche 
assigns to humanity is not the harmonious development of the species, 
but, as he maintains in his earliest texts, the full development of its “high- 
est exemplars.”9 To this voluntarist theory of history as act corresponds a 
utilitarian conception of historical discourse: rejecting the conception of 
history as pure knowledge, Nietzsche makes himself the defender of a his- 
tory in the service of life, whether as exemplary history, collective myth, or 
critique of the past. 

One might object that these Schopenhauerian and Nietzschean concep- 
tions, while they certainly constitute a break with idealism, nevertheless 
seem to adopt one of romanticism’s central ideas: the thesis of the irreduc- 
ibility of “life” to philosophical logos, a theme that was already present in 
Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis. However, the content itself of the notion of 
“life” has completely changed. Friedrich Schlegel’s “philosophy of life” 
was a Christian philosophy, and the “life” sung by Novalis was that of a 
soul whose inexhaustible wealth, founded on its status as a speculum Det, 
was supposed to transcend any philosophical representation. With 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, it is biological, physiological life that makes 
its entrance on the stage, in opposition to disembodied logos, to be sure, 
but also to the effusiveness of the romantic soul 


These breaks at the level of the overall philosophical project obviously also 
had repercussions as the level of the conception of the arts. In fact, 
Schopenhauer marks a genuine fracture within the tradition of the specu- 
lative theory of Art, a fracture that Nietzsche and Heidegger only deepen.'° 
The twofold rejection of deductive knowledge and historicist determinism 
(which does not necessarily imply an abandonment of historicism itself, as 
I hope to show in the case of Heidegger) prohibits any construction of Art 
as a historical organism; its essence will no longer be identified with its 
historical development or with its generic organization. In Schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche, and Heidegger, the speculative theory of Art is far less a theory 
of the arts than it was in romanticism and in Hegel. Whether Art is con- 
ceived as vital experience (in Schopenhauer and Nietzsche) or as an inves- 
tigative thinking of the question of Being (in Heidegger), in either case 
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critical meditation on exemplary works replaces extensive study of the 
forms of art and their history in its function as a support for speculative 
theses. Whereas in Hegelian historicism comprehensive study (the concep- 
tual definition) was supposed to come together with extensive study (the 
historical development), this ceases to be an obligation in Schopenhauer 
and his successors. In other words, the view of the essence of Art becomes 
increasingly independent from its relation to the arts in their plurality and 
historical variability. Even though this tendency is not very pronounced in 
Schopenhauer himself, who provides a traditional survey of all the canon- 
ical arts, it clearly asserts itself in the young Nietzsche, for whom Art re- 
duces itself de facto to Greek tragedy and to music. The same can be said 
of Heidegger, whose theory of Art essentially proceeds from the analysis of 
a few exemplary works: the later poems of Hölderlin, a few poems by 
Trakl and Rilke, a painting by Van Gogh. Through such a procedure, 
speculations on Art as an unspecified generality inevitably become more 
prevalent and also more reifying, thus allowing the speculative theory of 
Art to reproduce itself indefinitely without any compromising contact with 
the phenomenality of the arts in their empirical multiplicity. 

Thus the break achieved by Schopenhauer, whose repercussions extend 
as far as Heidegger (in spite of himself), far from weakening the specula- 
tive theory of Art, actually allows it to develop in all its purity in two 
forms: the sacralization of the arts as ontological knowledge and philoso- 
phy’s claim to provide a knowledge of its essence. Definitively freeing itself 
from “pedestrian knowledge” (Jean Bollack), in this case that provided by 
the different empirical disciplines studying the arts, the speculative theory 
can all the more easily define itself solely in relation to its own past and to 
its own problematics, that is, in relation to itself as concept. It ceases to 
draw its legitimacy (as it still did in Hegel) from its claim to explain more 
fundamentally the phenomena that pedestrian knowledge analyzed em- 
pirically. Henceforth it increasingly draws its legitimacy from its own exis- 
tence as a concept, that is, from its own historical persistence as a theory, 
a persistence that is also, more banally, a cultural and academic inertia, 
and that endows it with an evidential power that is sui generis. 


From Anagogy to Artistic Redemption (Schopenhauer) 


THE PLACE or ART 


While Schopenhauer claimed to be Kant’s only legitimate descendant, in 
the domain of aesthetics he deviates from him in a radical way. Whereas 
for Kant a philosophical doctrine of Beauty was impossible, Beauty not 
being an ontologically stable phenomenon but rather a disputed ideal to 
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be debated, a product of human culture and not one of its natural determi- 
nations, Schopenhauer explicitly seeks to establish a philosophical doc- 
trine of Beauty. Thus, setting forth his ideas before an audience of stu- ` 
dents, he says: “What I shall propose here is not an aesthetics but a meta- 
physics of Beauty.”™ And in fact there is not the slightest doubt of this: the 
theses he sets forth in the third book of The World as Will and Idea consti- 
tute a variant of the speculative theory of Art, even though it is a specific 
variant. 

I have defined the particularity of this tradition in terms of the strategic 
place Art occupies in it, closest to philosophical discourse and to ecstatic 
being-in-the-world, and thus at the opposite pole from the place occupied 
by scientific discourse and everyday or prosaic being-in-the-world. 
Schopenhauer does not in any way retreat from this conception. It is sim- 
ply that in view of the diametrical opposition between his fundamental 
philosophical theses and those of the romantic-idealist tradition, the 
conceptual determination of this strategic place undergoes significant 
changes. 

The essential shift occurs by way of a rearrangement of the Kantian 
triad of the spiritual faculties: intuition, the understanding, and reason. 
On one hand, Schopenhauer makes the understanding coincide with intu- 
ition, or rather he sees in the former an essential aspect of the latter. Intu- 
ition, he tells us, is always intellectual (connected with the understand- 
ing), since it is always representational, that is, it implies a structuration 
of lived experience in accord with the categories of our subjectivity, and 
more precisely in accord with the principle of reason (Satz vom Grunde) 
in its temporal specifications (the law of succession), spatial specifications 
(the law of position), and material specifications (the law of causality). 
Intellectual intuition is the fundamental human faculty. This entails a de- 
motion of the faculty of reason, which since Kant had been considered the 
primary faculty. 

There exist—let us immediately note, reserving a fuller discussion until 
later—states of knowledge that accede to a reality situated beyond the 
principle of reason: the intuition of the eternal Ideas. But this same ideal 
(ideell) world is still linked to the representational duality: there is an 
object only for a subject, and thus all knowledge is of an object that is 
relative to a subject, whether individual, empirical (attaining only endoxi- 
cal knowledge according to the principle of reason that governs the inter- 
connection of the phenomenal world) or pure (having access to the ecstatic 
contemplation of the Ideas). 

Intuition is thus our sole mode of access to the Universe: “All profound 
knowledge, even wisdom properly so called, is rooted in the perceptive 
apprehension of things, . All primary thought takes place in pictures.”” 
Now, to the extent that intuition is structured representationally, this 
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amounts to saying that our knowledge can never go beyond the world 
of representation: intuition is the ultimate foundation (Erkenntnisgrund) 
of all knowledge. Philosophy itself is thus an immanent knowledge 
whose foundation is empirical; it does not claim to “explain the exis- 
tence of the world in its ultimate grounds: it rather sticks to the facts of 
external and internal experience as they are accessible to every one, .. . 
It therefore arrives at no conclusions as to what lies beyond all possible 
experience. "1 

We know that in the idealist tradition the third faculty, that is, reason, 
was precisely the properly philosophical organ, the one that made it possi- 
ble to go beyond the phenomena to their ultimate foundation. Schopen- 
hauer, by depreciating reason, is thus altogether consistent in his imma- 
nentist conception of philosophical discourse. On one hand, contrary to 
what objective idealism maintained, reason also remains, in its spontane- 
ous exercise, heterotelic: like the intuition-understanding, it is in the serv- 
ice of the will to live, that is, it pursues purely utilitarian goals. On the 
other hand, epistemologically (and even when it succeeds, as in the case of 
pure contemplative knowledge, in liberating itself from its subjection to 
the will) it is wholly dependent on intuition: it is therefore not a source of 
autonomous knowledge, but solely the “abstract reflex of all that belongs 
to perception in that conception of the reason which has nothing to do with 
perception.”4 This abstract reflection, far from increasing the certainty of 
our knowledge, diminishes it, since it carries it further away from its intu- 
itive foundation. In fact, the essential usefulness of reason is of a commu- 
nicational type: it does not enlarge the field of the knowable (it cannot 
legislate regarding the real but solely regarding the logical truth of our 
abstract propositions), but it does facilitate its transmission and memori- 
zation, thanks to its discursive and thus public character (whereas intui- 
tion, although similarly structured in all humans, is essentially private and 
evanescent): “The greatest value of rational or abstract knowledge is that 
it can be communicated and permanently retained.” 

It is therefore not surprising to see the realm of reason—that is, the 
realin of human history that in the form of absolute Spirit had been the 
culmination of Hegelian teleology—emptied out by Schopenhauer in a 
short paragraph: “It is only thanks to language that reason can realize its 
greatest effects, for example the common action of several individuals, the 
harmony of the efforts of thousands of men in a preconceived design, civi- 
lization, the State; then on the other hand science, the preservation of the 
experience of the past, the grouping of common elements in a single con- 
cept, the transmission of the truth, the propagation of error, reflection and 
artistic creation, religious dogmas and superstitions. "mm There is no need to 
point out here the anti-Hegelian perfidy that makes reason responsible for 
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the survival of errors as well as for that of the truth, for the transmission 
of dogmas and superstitions as well as for that of thought and poetry. 

As far as our subject is concerned, two important consequences flow 
from this rearrangement of the triad of the faculties. The first directly 
affects philosophy, and it therefore cannot avoid affecting Art as well. If 
reason is not a source of specific knowledge, and if philosophy—which is 
an abstract discourse—must remain in spite of everything the enterprise 
par excellence, it can no longer draw its legitimation from its discursive 
nature, that is, from its purely deductive structure, but solely from the 
originary character of the intuition on which it is based and from the im- 
partiality of its contemplative attitude: more than a deduction, philosophy 
is the arrangement of a small number of originary intuitions. It is therefore 
related to Art, which is also defined as the intuition and contemplation of 
ideal objects. That is why Schopenhauer says: “My philosophy must be 
distinguished from all preceding ones, with the exception of Plato’s, in 
that it is not a science but an art.”'7 In the same way, he identifies the 
fundamental faculty of philosophy with the faculty that defines the artist: 
genius, that is, the ability to have originary intuitions. 

We see what the reversal carried out with regard to Hegel consists in: 
whereas according to the Hegelian conception the relationship between 
Art and philosophy was supposed to justify the adoption and transcen- 
dence of the intuitive results of the artistic work in and through phi- 
losophical rationality, for Schopenhauer, on the contrary, it is a matter of 
grounding the abstract concepts of philosophy in an intuition having the 
force and the infallibility of artistic intuition. It goes without saying that if 
philosophy is supposed to retain an advantage over Art—which is the case 
in Schopenhauer, in spite of everything—this advantage must reside else- 
where than in the specific character of its knowledge. 

Schopenhauer’s theory of knowledge has, as we have seen, a second 
aspect: it concerns his central thesis according to which the will, and more 
specifically the will to live, constitutes the thing-in-itself, the ens realis- 
sumum, the foundation of all things, including knowledge. Hence, in their 
normal activity, all the faculties of knowledge are subject to the goals of 
the will and serve its desires: they are heterotelic. Knowledge is not sought 
for its own sake: “knowledge generally, rational as well as merely sensu- 
ous, proceeds originally from the will itself, belongs to the inner being of 
the higher grades of its objectification as a pure mechane, a means of sup- 
porting the individual and the species, just like any organ of the body.”® 
This makes it impossible for Schopenhauer to ground the ontological 
character of the knowledge provided by philosophy and Art (and which is 
opposed to the simple knowledge of the relationships between phenomena 
that science attains) concerning the existence of a specific faculty of 
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knowledge (which would be, as is the case for Reason in the idealist tradi- 
tion, intrinsically autotelic, and thus not subject to any goal other than 
disinterested contemplation, theoria): ontological knowledge is possible 
only through an ecstatic use of faculties that are otherwise heterotelic. 

The status of philosophy and of Art thereby becomes even more unsta- 
ble and improbable. The passage of our everyday being-in-the-world to- 
ward philosophical or artistic ecstasy is no longer the simple passage from 
an inferior state of our spiritual essence to a superior one; it now requires 
a genuine crisis (we must liberate ourselves from what is deepest in us: the 
will), a leap beyond ourselves: “The transition which we have referred to 
as possible, but yet to be regarded as only exceptional, from the common 
knowledge of particular things to the knowledge of the Idea, takes place 
suddenly; for knowledge breaks free from the service of the will, by the 
subject ceasing to be merely individual, and thus becoming the pure will- 
less subject of knowledge, which no longer traces reason, but rests in fixed 
contemplation of the object presented to it, out of its connection with all 
others, and rises into 1. "9 This leap can only remain mysterious and un- 
motivated, since nothing in Schopenhauer’s view of man, neither a specific 
faculty nor even a predisposition based on his spiritual nature, grounds it. 
On the contrary, everything makes it improbable; if the ultimate reality is 
the will, and if man with his faculties is an objectification of this will, it is 
hard to see how he could suddenly run up against what grounds him. 

Schopenhauer defines philosophical and artistic knowledge as “knowl- 
edge of the Idea” and opposes it to scientific knowledge. How does he 
motivate this opposition, which is common, as we know, to the whole of 
the tradition of the speculative theory of Art? In the first place, scientific 
knowledge does not give us true knowledge of objects, but solely a knowl- 
edge of the relations between objects. This has to do with the fact that he 
asks only about causal connections: where? when? why? to what end? 
That is, he approaches the Universe from the point of view of the principle 
of reason. Since this principle structures the phenomenal world, scientific 
knowledge can never go beyond this world toward the thing-in-itself (that 
is, the will).2° Only artistic and philosophical knowledge can go beyond 
phenomena; they are not interested in the relations between objects, but 
contemplate them in their essence, that is, they accede to their Ideas 
through particular representations (Art) or abstract concepts (philoso- 
phy). They ask the question “Why?” and seek to know objects according 
to their ontological nature. 

Schopenhauer’s description of philosophy quickly takes on a mystical 
tone. This is not surprising: knowledge of the Idea is possible only if we 
abstract from our individuality (that is, from our subjection to the will) in 
order to rediscover ourselves as pure subjects and accede to the intuition 
of the object in its autonomous presence, to the point of coinciding with it, 
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“so that it is as if the object alone were there, without any one to perceive 
it, and he can no longer separate the perceiver from the perception, but 
both have become one, because the whole consciousness is filled and occu- - 
pied with one single sensuous picture.””' 

This is not a contemplation of an object in its empirical singularity; on 
the contrary, it is vision of its generic essence, since the Ideas are the ge- 
neric essences of natural objects. In order to understand this, we must 
elucidate the claim that the Universe is the objectification of the will. This 
objectification is generically hierarchized, that is, it is realized on a num- 
ber of levels; the lowest level is that of the forces of inanimate nature and 
the highest level is that of man. The different levels correspond to a pro- 
gress in the will’s becoming-representation; it is in man that it represents 
itself to itself with the greatest clarity and perfection. We must add, how- 
ever, that this hierarchy is static and not evolving: all the levels eternally 
coexist. The Ideas that the artist or philosopher contemplates are nothing 
other than the generic essences of these levels or grades of the will’s objec- 
tification: “the grades are just the determined species, or the original un- 
changing forms and qualities of all natural bodies, both organized and 
unorganized, and also the general forces which reveal themselves accord- 
ing to natural laws.””? 

The world we encounter in everyday life and in scientific knowledge is 
only the sum of the individual singularities through which the Ideas pre- 
sent themselves to our common representation. The world of phenomena 
and that of the Ideas are related to each other as copy (Nachbild) to model 
(Vorbild). That is, multiplicity as well as temporality, spatiality, and cau- 
sality are only characteristics of the world of phenomena, whereas the Idea 
remains one and eternal. 

Thus we see why philosophical and artistic knowledge implies an exis- 
tential ecstasy: time, space, objectal multiplicity, and causality are in 
fact constitutive of the individual and of his “sphere of knowledge” (Er- 
kenntnissphare): “If, therefore, the Ideas are to become objects of knowl- 
edge, this can only happen by transcending the individuality of the know- 
ing subject.”*3 Let us recall once again that this same ecstatic knowledge 
does not attain the thing-in-itself, the will. The latter is the absolutely 
unrepresentable, and the knowledge of the Ideas, while it frees itself from 
the principle of reason and the principle of individuation, nevertheless 
remains a representation, and is thus still entangled in a relation of object- 
for-a-subject: “The Platonic Idea ... is necessarily object, something 
known, an idea, and in that respect is different from the thing-in-itself, 
but in that respect only. It has merely laid aside the subordinate forms of 
the phenomenon, all of which we include in the principle of sufficient rea- 
son, or rather it has not yet assumed (hem "oa In the supplements in the 
second edition of 1844, Schopenhauer is even more categorical: “the Ideas 


192 CHAPTER FOUR 


reveal not the thing in itself, but only the objective character of things, 
thus still only the phenomenon; and we would not even understand this 
character if the inner nature of things were not otherwise known to us at 
least obscurely and in feeling.”*5 This obscure feeling that precedes and 
surpasses all knowledge is ultimately founded on the fact that, in a certain 
way, we ourselves are the will. 

In summary, we must distinguish three ontic spheres: a) the will, which 
is the ultimate and radically unknowable core of Being; b) its objectifica- 
tions in the Ideas, that is, once again, in natural forces and natural species 
accessible to the ecstatic knowledge of Art and philosophy; c) the world of 
the multiple and the singular as it is given to us in common intuition and 
in scientific knowledge.?° 

The gratuitous character of Schopenhauer’s theory of the Ideas has 
often been pointed out, its entry onto the stage being imposed by a pure 
gesture of authority; nothing in the theory of knowledge he defends else- 
where makes plausible the possibility of a knowledge of the Ideas. This 
problem goes hand in hand with that of the implausibility of the ecstatic 
knowledge supposed to be realized by Art and philosophy. To be sure, 
Schopenhauer himself emphasizes that all genuine philosophical knowl- 
edge must be based on a fundamental intuition, and the latter is a kind of 
feeling (Gefühl) and not a theoretical conviction. One can therefore see 
why it cannot be grounded deductively. It nonetheless remains that the 
theory of the Ideas he defends is profoundly opposed to his theory of 
knowledge. The latter is in fact fundamentally empiricist,7 if not sensual- 
ist, and it has no place for spiritual entities such as the Ideas. I doubt that 
the appeal to inner feeling suffices to neutralize the lack of internal plau- 
sibility. 

Whatever one thinks of this general objection, the theory of the Ideas 
poses a multiplicity of problems in the domain of Art. In the first place, to 
the extent to which knowledge of the Ideas is identical with the intuition of 
the fundamental forces of nature and to the contemplation of the natural 
species, it is difficult to connect it with artistic representations that are 
always individualizing. To illustrate what he means by “knowledge of the 
Ideas,” Schopenhauer gives this example among others: “The ice on the 
window-pane forms itself into crystals according to the laws of crystalliza- 
tion, which reveal the essence of the force of nature that appears here, 
exhibit the Idea; but the trees and flowers which it traces on the pane are 
unessential, and are only there for us. "39 This example perfectly illustrates 
the problem: if the Idea is represented by the laws of crystallization, it is 
hard to see why this knowledge would be inaccessible to science, and espe- 
cially why it would be accessible to the arts; the pictorial representation of 
a frosty pane can hardly pass for a revelation of the laws of crystallization! 
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The same goes for another example, in which Schopenhauer tells us that 
when one contemplates a brook, one must distinguish between the intui- 
tion of the Idea that grounds it, which is nothing other than the law of 
gravity incarnating itself in a liquid mass, and the “eddies, waves, and 
shapes formed by foam,” which have only a phenomenal existence. But a 
landscape painter who represents a brook or rushing river certainly paints 
the “eddies, waves, and shapes formed by foam” more than the law of 
gravity! 

Obviously, it might be objected that Schopenhauer means that while 
the artist does represent particular objects and events, through this repre- 
sentation, insofar as it is ecstatic, the Ideas are revealed. In the artistic 
symbol, as Goethe had already asserted, the particular and the universal 
coincide. Thus the painter, while painting the eddies and waves, is sup- 
posed to reveal in reality the Idea of gravity, of which these eddies and 
waves are only a phenomenal manifestation. But this explanation does not 
resolve all the difficulties encountered by Schopenhauer’s theory of the 
Ideas. In fact, the view of the reality of universals he defends is particularly 
restrictive, since he acknowledges the existence of Ideas only for natural 
objects, and rejects the existence of universals corresponding to artifacts or 
abstract terms: there is no Idea of a bed, but only an Idea of its natural 
material. This being the case, any pictorial representation of artifacts qua 
artifacts is situated de jure outside the domain of Art. In the same way, any 
allegorical representation of abstract universals, for instance ethical uni- 
versals, would be excluded. Let us add that if the artistic reproduction of 
the Ideas is limited to the representation of natural forces and natural 
species, all works that represent the same type of object have in fact the 
same content: every picture of a landscape has as its content the represen- 
tation of the forces and laws of inanimate and vegetable nature, every 
literary mimesis has as its content the representation of the Idea of the 
human species. Works that can be referred to a single objectal domain are 
thus distinguished from one another solely by the manner in which they 
present their content, that is, by the individual form through which they 
attain the Idea. Such a view might be defensible, but unfortunately 
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics does not provide itself with the means for con- 
ceiving this formal differentiation. In the absence of this kind of concep- 
tion, which alone could allow him to conceive the individuality of works, 
it is hard to see how he can avoid absurd consequences such as the follow- 
ing: once one has seen one painted landscape one has seen them all! 

We shall have occasion later on to take up two further problems con- 
nected with this determination of Art as a place where the Ideas are 
known. The first concerns Schopenhauer’s system of the arts and more 
precisely the irreducibility of music to the determination of the essence of 
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Art; the second concerns the tranquilizing function of Art, a function it is 
difficult to connect with the cognitive definition just set forth. But before 
approaching these problems we must first consider the classification of the 
arts proposed by Schopenhauer. 


From ArT TO THE ARTS 


In order to understand the conception of the arts that Schopenhauer de- 
fends, we must start from the fact that his aesthetics is an aesthetics of 
contemplation. The latter, he tells us, has two sources or conditions. First, 
a subjective condition, disinterestedness: we must cease to see objects as 
motives for our will and contemplate them as pure representations. Sec- 
ond, an objective condition: the object contemplated must express its Idea. 
However, since every (natural) object expresses its Idea, on the condition 
that we regard it disinterestedly and purely, this second condition in fact 
repeats the first. At most one might say that certain objects facilitate the 
contemplation of the Idea more than others (in that they express it more 
clearly), and that certain objects represent more complex Ideas than oth- 
ers, according to the degree of objectification of the will that they embody. 

Because of the importance accorded to aesthetic intuition, the work of 
art possesses a derived status: “Its one source is the knowledge of Ideas; its 
one aim the communication of this knowledge.”*9 To be fully exact: the 
work of art is the repetition (Miederholung), the reproduction (Repro- 
duktion) of the knowledge of the Ideas attained in aesthetic intuition. 
Thus the process of creating the work does not in itself involve specific 
knowledge; the knowledge of the Ideas precedes the work, which simply 
reproduces it. 

An important consequence follows: the “metaphysics of Art” studies 
artistic activity less as the activity of creating works than as the faculty of 
genius giving rise to the knowledge of the Ideas that the work merely re- 
produces. The intuition’s ability to free itself from the motivations of the 
will and to contemplate the Ideas in a disinterested manner, as “clear vi- 
sion of the world,”3° is nothing other than genius. Genius is the funda- 
mental faculty from which philosophy and Art proceed: “What is properly 
denoted by the name genius is the predominating capacity for that kind of 
knowledge . . . from which all genuine works of art and poetry, and even 
of philoscphy, proceed. Accordingly, since this has for its objects the Pla- 
tonic Ideas, and these are not comprehended in the abstract, but only per- 
ceptibly, the essence of genius must lie in the perfection and energy of the 
knowledge of perception.”3' Specifically artistic genius resides simply in 
the ability to maintain itself in that state long enough to reproduce the 
Ideas thus intuited. In the second volume, dated 1844, Schopenhauer still 
expresses his skepticism regarding the possibility, even for the artist, of 
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maintaining oneself in the ecstatic state for a long time; whence the prefer- 
ence he accords to preliminary sketches over finished canvases, the latter 
generally being achieved only “through continued effort, by means of skil- 
ful deliberation and persistent intention,”%? that is, at the price of falling 
away from the vision of the Ideas. 

In Schopenhauer, the theory of genius (and the theory of Phantasie 
associated with it) thus allows the formulation of an aesthetic conception 
that maintains the ecstatic character of Art while skipping over the crea- 
tion of the work of art, and explicitly over its artifactual aspects. But this 
tendency, which becomes even stronger in Heidegger, was probably in fact 
virtually inscribed in the speculative theory of Art from the outset: from 
the moment that Art is defined by the specificity of a vision, of a cognitive 
faculty, rather than by the specificity of a “making” that gives rise to a 
formally constructed artifact, everything connected with artistic activity 
proper risks being devaluated as purely technical. 

To resolve the latent conflict between the philosophical conception of 
Art as ontological knowledge and its status as a work, Schopenhauer 
chooses a solution that will later be adopted by Heidegger: he simply de- 
nies that the work of art is an artifact. We have already seen that he refuses 
to grant the existence of Ideas corresponding to objects produced by 
huinan beings. This implies that artifacts never express the Idea of the 
worked form (for example, a bed never expresses the [dea of a bed—which 
does not exist), which is no more than a pure forma accidentalis, since it 
merely expresses a human concept. The sole Idea that artifacts can express 
is that of their material substrate, that of their forma substantialis.33 Ac- 
cording to Schopenhauer’s cognitive definition of the work of art, the lat- 
ter is intrinsically mimetic, that is, its value is not based on its material 
support, but only on its representational status, which arises from the cre- 
ative action exercised on this support. Therefore it is absolutely necessary 
that it not be an artifact, since then it would be incapable of expressing an 
Idea at the representational level (which would be in this case a simple 
forma accidentalis). Schopenhauer proposes this opposition between 
work of art and artifact with regard to visual art, which is entirely logical 
insofar as the latter makes use of natural materials. It is in fact necessary 
to avoid at all costs being led to be able to consider a sculpture only as 
expressing the Idea of its material (the weight of the stone, for instance): 
“It is needless to say that by manufactured article no work of visual art is 
meant. ”34 

In reality, Schopenhauer’s position is a little more complex: the opposi- 
tion between mimesis and artifact does not completely correspond to that 
between work of art and utilitarian product. Thus architecture tends to- 
ward the artifact much more than toward the mimetic work; it constitutes 
the lower limit of art. But the opposition does not thereby coincide with the 


196 CHAPTER FOUR 


distinction between representative arts and nonrepresentative arts. In fact, 
music is not a mimetic art either; it is nonetheless not considered to be an 
artifact—on the contrary, it is art par excellence. Therefore, the definition 
of art’s essence as mimesis coexists with an implicit hierarchy among the 
arts. 

Thus we must distinguish in the first place between the arts that express 
solely the Idea of the material and the properly mimetic arts that repro- 
duce the Ideas of the natural objects they represent (obviously ceasing 
thereby to express the Idea of the material they use). Landscape gardening 
and architecture, since they are not mimetic, belong to the first group. 
They merely express the Idea of their material: “Gravity, rigidity, fluidity, 
light, and so forth, are the Ideas which express themselves in rocks, in 
buildings, in waters. Landscape-gardening or architecture can do no more 
than assist them to unfold their qualities distinctly, fully, and variously. ”35 
From this, Schopenhauer deduces among other things the impossibility (!) 
of an architecture in wood, this material manifesting only very imperfectly 
the relations between weight and resistance, which are the fundamental 
Ideas that architecture is capable of expressing. The architectural imper- 
fection of wood seems to be due to its vegetable nature, but it has to be 
noted that Schopenhauer, while very proud that only his system allows 
this “impossibility” to be explained, hardly grounds it.3° Of course, he 
opposes his conception of architecture to Kant’s formalist theory, which 
had seen architecture as an art of perceptual and mathematical propor- 
tions, and even to an art of ornamentation. Schopenhauer’s rejection of 
formalism is entirely logical, since the play of proportions and symmetries 
is the result of a calculation: it proceeds from a purely human teleological 
concept, could represent only the forma accidentalis of a work, and thus 
is referable only to its status as an artifact. It nonetheless remains that as 
Schopenhauer defines it, architecture is very close to artifacts, since the 
latter also express only the Idea of their material. Since in spite of all that 
he considers architecture an art, it is hard to see how other artifacts can be 
excluded from the realm of art—a consequence that risks putting in ques- 
tion the very idea of a water-tight wall between craft-work and art that 
Schopenhauer, like all the representatives of the speculative theory of Art, 
claims is absolute. At the most one might say that in architecture, we are 
more interested in the forma substantialis, the Idea of the material, 
whereas we value utensils for their forma accidentalis, insofar as it corre- 
sponds to their utilitarian goal. 

This hierarchy of the arts according to their mimetic or purely expres- 
sive character is coupled with a hierarchy according to their objects, or 
rather according to the Ideas reproduced. We know in fact that the Ideas 
correspond to the more or less complex degrees of the objectification of the 
will: inanimate nature, vegetable nature, animal nature, and finally 
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human nature. Man represents the highest degree of the will’s objectifica- 
tion, the one in which all becomes conscious of itself and of its perpetually 
self-devouring and self-creating nature. This recognition is obviously sup- 
posed to eventuate in the acknowledgement of the harmful nature of the ` 
will and finally in its negation through an act of absolute resignation: an 
ascetic resignation that only the saint can achieve. Thus man is the theme 
par excellence of Art, and the arts that reproduce his Idea are the most 
important. This is true of sculpture and painting, which represent the 
human form; it is especially true of poetry, which represents human ac- 
tions, that is, the will itself in its supreme objectification: “Therefore it is 
that man is more beautiful than all other objects, and the revelation of his 
nature is the highest aim of art. Human form and expression are the most 
important objects of visual art, and human action the most important ob- 
ject of poetry. 37 

The two hierarchies, the one based on the semiotic status (expression/ 
mimesis) and the one based on the objects, partially overlap, since the 
nonmimetic arts are also those that express the least complex Ideas, those 
of inanimate nature (architecture) and vegetable nature (landscape gar- 
dening). Similarly, in the mimetic arts the genres devoted to reproducing 
Ideas of inanimate or vegetable nature, for example landscape painting or 
descriptive poetry, are minor genres. 

Finally, the hierarchy according to the objects represented corresponds 
to the distinction between arts in which the subjective condition of aes- 
thetic contemplation is primary and those in which the objective condition 
is primary. In the nonmimetic arts, the source of pleasure resides essen- 
tially in the state of mind of the person who is contemplating them, that is, 
it resides in the disinterested character of a person’s attitude with regard 
to what he intuits and not in the nature of the Ideas he apprehends, since 
the latter, which correspond to inanimate and vegetable nature, are still 
very crude. The inverse is true in the mimetic arts, where the objective 
condition, that is, the clarity with which the Idea is represented, is more 
important than the receiver’s state of mind. 

Poetry, where Schopenhauer merely adopts the triad of epic, lyric, and 
dramatic poetry (concentrating essentially on the latter), poses a problem 
for him not unlike that encountered by Hegel. Like Hegel, he sees intuitive 
knowledge in Art; it would therefore seem logical to say that the visual arts 
constitute Art par excellence. And in fact, in the supplements to the second 
volume of 1844, he notes in passing that the visual arts, to the extent that 
they are situated most near intuitive knowledge, embody artistic activity 
in a paradigmatic way.3° That does not prevent him from maintaining 
explicitly that poetry is the highest representational art, since it is better 
suited than other arts to representing the will’s struggle with itself (as it 
embodies itself in human conflicts). It is also poetry that, in the form of 
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tragedy, fulfills with the greatest power the tranquilizing function of Art (I 
shall return to this point). Unfortunately, in his general linguistic theory, 
Schopenhauer identifies language, and thus the semiotic material of po- 
etry, with reason, that is, with the faculty of abstraction par excellence.39 
Therefore, in one way or another he must show that the poet is capable of 
making language more concrete. In order to do this, he develops a theory 
of poetic epithets that is curious, to say the least: to the extent that they 
always specify a generic name, they make its scope less general and thus 
make the concepts more concrete. But this function of epithets, far from 
being opposed to “everyday” usage, including scientific usage, is one of its 
most constant characteristics; moreover, even a concept whose extension 
is limited by an adjectival specification remains a concept, and thus an 
abstract notion. The logical specification produced by epithets thus can 
scarcely fulfill the function of demarcation incumbent upon it. 

But these are only minor problems compared with the genuine puzzle 
constituted by the status of music. The latter is the supreme art, but at the 
same time, as Schopenhauer himself acknowledges, it cannot be inte- 
grated into his system of the arts: “It stands alone, quite cut off from all the 
other arts.”4° In fact, whereas Art had been defined as reproduction of the 
Ideas, we now learn that this definition is in no way suited to music. Music 
is not a mimetic art in the same sense as the other arts: “In it we do not 
recognize the copy or repetition of any Idea of existence in the world "a 
However, he adds, if it is an art, it must enter into a relationship between 
representation and represented (Darstellung zum Dargestellten), between 
copy and original (Nachbild zum Vorbild).4 In order to reconcile music 
with this requirement, he has to admit that while it is a representation, a 
Darstellung, it is nonetheless not a reproduction of something that is on 
the order of a Darstellung, and thus it is not a reproduction of Ideas; it is 
a direct presentation of the will itself. Understand: it is not identical with 
the will as thing-in-itself, since the latter is the unrepresentable absolute, 
“which, from its nature can never be idea.”43 But it is an originary repre- 
sentation of the will, in exactly the same way as the Ideas.++ Far from 
reproducing the Ideas, it belongs to the same order of reality as they do: 
“Music is as direct an objectification and copy of the whole will as the 
world itself . . . Music is thus by no means like the other arts, the copy of 
the Ideas, but the copy of the will itself whose objectivity the Ideas are. ”45 

This being the ontological status of music, in one way or another its 
structuration must be analogous to the structuration of the world of the 
Ideas. In other words, for Schopenhauer the specific character of music 
does not reside in the fact that it lacks (as Hegel thought) a genuine her- 
meneutic dimension; on the contrary, to the extent that he accepts the 
general theses of the speculative theory of Art, the fact that he grants prec- 
edence to music leads him to postulate that it is a hermeneutic system, the 
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only one capable of attaining the inner being of things. Whence his famous 
theory of the equivalence between musical facts and the structure of the 
universe (developed in detail in the 1844 Erganzungen), a theory not lack- 
ing in charm, though hardly convincing. Thus, in the domain of harmony, 
the bass (the fundamental sound, Grundton) corresponds to the mineral 
realm, the tenor (with its interval, the third) to the vegetable realm, the 
alto (and its interval, the fifth) to the animal realm, and finally the so- 
prano (and its interval, the octave) corresponds to man. As for the rela- 
tionship between consonances and dissonances, it reflects the struggle be- 
tween the forces hostile to our will and those that satisfy it (I shall return 
to this later). Finally, melody, which arises from the relationships between 
rhythm and harmony, is the moving image of human desire: “the constant 
disunion and reconciliation of its two elements which there takes place is, 
when metaphysically considered, the copy of the origination of new 
wishes, and then of their satisfaction.”4° 

The first difficulty with this theory of music lies in its ambiguity. Thus 
we have just seen that music occupies the same place as the Ideas; it is 
therefore an immediate objectification of the will, and is opposed not only 
to visual art and literature, but also to the physical world, which is merely 
the multiple appearance that the Ideas give themselves in unfolding in 
accord with the principle of individuation. But Schopenhauer sometimes 
asserts on the contrary that there is a parallelism between this apparent 
world and music: “According to all this, we may regard the phenomenal 
world (die erscheinende Welt), or nature, and music as two different ex- 
pressions of the same thing, which is therefore itself the only medium of 
their analogy.”47 But if music is an analogon of the world of appearance, 
it cannot be an analogon of the Ideas that are the foundation of this world: 
thereby it would lose its precedence over the other arts. 

Moreover, if music and the Ideas are the direct expression of the will, 
why are they so different from each other?48 Why isn’t ecstatic contempla- 
tion a contemplation of music rather than of the Ideas? And then, how can 
music be connected with human faculties? How can it be brought into the 
human world, since it seems to be the object of an intuition (when it is 
ecstatic, intuition intuits only the Ideas)? All these questions remain unan- 
swered, insofar as Schopenhauer nowhere explains how music can be both 
an originary expression of the will and a human product. 

But the gravest problem concerns the relationship between music and 
the other arts. The mimetic arts, we have learned, reproduce the Ideas. 
Music, on the other hand, is the direct expression of the will, an expression 
parallel to the Ideas. But if this distinction does in fact succeed in ground- 
ing the superiority of music, at the same time it puts in question the ec- 
static character of the aesthetic contemplation of the Ideas. Thus we read: 
“This is why the effect of music is so much more powerful and penetrating 
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than that of the other arts, for they speak only of shadows, but it speaks of 
the thing itself.”49 The opposition between a vision of shadows and a vi- 
sion of being comes, of course, from Plato’s myth of the cave. As Schopen- 
hauer uses it here, it flagrantly contradicts his definition of Art. Moreover, 
when it is a question of comparing the arts, not with music, but with en- 
doxical knowledge, he uses this same myth—on the contrary, and in ac- 
cord with his definition of art—to identify artists with those who contem- 
plate the real sun. 

Why these inconsistencies and contradictions? I believe they result in 
large part from the fact that Schopenhauer is using two categorizations at 
the same time. The first is ontological in nature. It has to do with the 
dichotomous structure of essence and appearance: the will is the essence or 
being, the phenomenal world is appearance. The second is gnoseological 
in nature and contains three terms: the will as unrepresentable thing-in- 
itself, the phenomenal world as representation, and the Ideas, a middle 
term that is supposed to be located somewhere between the two spheres. 
Now this third term, which is distinct from both the thing-in-itself and 
phenomena, disorganizes the initial opposition between the will (essence) 
and the phenomenal world (appearance). Hence the status of the Ideas is 
unstable; seen from the point of view of the will, they constitute only a 
derivative order of reality, but seen from the point of view of the world of 
appearance, they constitute its foundation, its Wesen, its reality, etc. In the 
theory of music, this ambiguity of the status of the Ideas becomes wholly 
evident. By virtue of the dichotomous scheme, it is entirely normal that the 
definition of music as the direct expression of being should lead to a depre- 
ciation of the other arts, which are condemned to be limited to shadows, 
that is, to appearance. Unfortunately, this depreciation of the arts also 
affects the status of the Ideas. And in fact, while maintaining that music is 
the expression of “the inner nature, the in-itself of all phenomena, the will 
itself,”5° Schopenhauer says elsewhere that it “passes over the Ideas.”5! 
But in that case, how can it be an expression parallel to the Ideas? 

How can one escape from these difficulties? Must we admit that there is 
a hiatus between a reality (for example, the [deas) and its repetition, its 
reproduction? If there were such a hiatus, one would understand why the 
nonmusical arts are inferior to music. But that would amount to depriving 
philosophy of its status as fundamental knowledge, since Schopenhauer 
defines it as well as a repetition and reproduction (of the Ideas). Some- 
times he seems to envisage another solution. He maintains on several occa- 
sions that the arts are founded on a contemplation of the Ideas, to be sure, 
but they show these Ideas only insofar as they are embodied in individuals, 
and thus insofar as they present themselves in the phenomenal world. One 
might see in this a new justification of the claim that the visual arts and 
poetry refer only to shadows. Unfortunately, this solution destroys 
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Schopenhauer’s whole metaphysics of Beauty, which explicitly assumes 
that the arts (and philosophy) achieve the direct intuition of the Ideas. 

In reality, the contradictions cannot be eliminated for the simple reason ` 
that Schopenhauer has shut himself up in a situation from which he can- 
not escape. His initial theory foresees only a single conceptual place for 
ontological knowledge, the one occupied by the arts and philosophy. At 
the same time, however, this place—even though ecstatic with regard to 
scientific knowledge and endoxical life—nonetheless still has a defect, 
since it does not accede to the thing-in-itself, the will. One has the very 
clear impression that music is called upon to correct this defect, since it is 
the direct expression of the will. But this beyond-the-arts cannot fail to 
claim for itself alone what was earlier reserved for all the arts; it will there- 
fore be the true ontological knowledge, to the point that Schopenhauer 
says that a complete philosophical explanation of music would be equiva- 
lent to an explanation of the universe. Hence the visual arts and poetry no 
longer achieve ontological knowledge, but must be content with a shad- 
owy knowledge. 

There are thus two conceptions of the arts in Schopenhauer’s work. The 
first, based on the visual arts and poetry, opposes Art to science and to 
everyday life. Art is defined as a cognitive activity (contemplation of the 
Ideas) and thus shares the limitations inherent in representation, includ- 
ing philosophical representation, namely the impossibility of acceding to 
the thing-in-itself in all its purity. The second conception, based on music 
and valid only for the latter, opposes Art as direct expression of the thing- 
in-itself to representation, which is always mediated; Art is then not de- 
fined as human cognitive activity, even if that activity is ecstatic, but 
rather as the self-expression of the will, of the thing-in-itself. Most of the 
inconsistencies in Schopenhauer’s theory result from the fact that he 
moves without warning from one to the other of these conceptions, and 
perhaps without always realizing it himself. 


From Art As DETACHMENT TO PHILOSOPHICAL WISDOM 


In the preceding set of considerations, I have acted as though in Schopen- 
hauer art and philosophy shared exactly the same place, and thus had the 
same hierarchical position. However, more closely examined, this is not 
the case. Even if they proceed from the same faculty (genius as the faculty 
of originary intuitions freed from the motivations of the will), even if they 
have, in a way, the same object (the Ideas), philosophy is nonetheless ele- 
vated in relation to Art (with the exception, let us repeat, of music). This 
precedence accorded to philosophy is in no way legitimated by the theory 
of the Ideas, and one might think that Schopenhauer recognized only after 
the fact that this absence of legitimation was a problem: his emphasis on 
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the precedence of philosophy is particularly marked in the 1634 
Ergänzungen, whereas the 1818 edition was much less explicit. According 
to the 1844 text, one can distinguish five arguments. of varving weight. in 
favor of the supremacy of philosophy: 

a) The arts are interested in the “how?” of things (“wie ist es eigentlich 
beschaffen” ), whereas philosophy is interested in their “what?” | “was ist 
das Alles”). Art is interested in the structure of beings; philosophy alone 
asks the question of Being as such. This assertion is in flagrant contradic- 
tion with the theory of the Ideas developed in the third Book. according to 
which knowledge of the Ideas, that is, Art, is an ontological knowledge 
that asks the question “what? ”5 

b) The arts have a purely intuitive status and hence the knowledge they 
vield is less serious and more evanescent than that of philosophy, which is 
formulated in an abstract language: “But all the arts speak solely the naive 
and childish language of perception, and not the abstract and serious lan- 
guage of reflection; their answer is therefore a fleeting image: not perma- 
nent and general knowledge.”53 After reading the very passionate defense 
of intuition against abstraction, after learning that all knowledge is 
grounded in an intuition and that the most certain knowledge is that given 
directly in intuition, one would surely not anticipate this sudden turna- 
bout that transforms it into a “naive and childlike language”! 

c) The arts provide only a fragmentary knowledge. and for that very 
reason a provisional knowledge, whereas philosophy provides a knowl- 
edge of the essence of the Universe in its totality, and thus a knowledge 
that is valid forever: “Their answer, however correct it may be. will vet 
always afford merely a temporary, not a complete and final. satisfaction. 
For they always give merely a fragment, an example instead of the rule. 
not the whole, which can only be given in the universality of the concep- 
tion. For this, therefore, thus for reflection and in the abstract. to give an 
answer which just on that account shall be permanent and suffice for al- 
ways, is the task of philosophy.” However, elsewhere Schopenhauer had 
insisted on the fact that aesthetic contemplation is a direct contemplation 
of the Ideas; it is hard to see how such a direct contemplation could be 
merely fragmentary (how can one have a direct and yet fragmentary con- 
templation of an Idea, since the latter is given in an intuition, and thus by 
definition in an overall apprehension? ). 

d) The arts give us only a virtual and implicit knowledge. whereas phi- 
losophical knowledge is actual and explicit. Thus “in the works of the 
representative arts (darstellende Kunste) all truth is certainly contained, 
yet only virtualiter or implicite; philosophy, on the other hand, endeavors 
to supply the same truth actualiter and explicite, and therefore, in this 
sense, is related to art as wine to grapes.”5> The truths of the arts require 
interpretation, whereas the truth of philosophy is already interpreted. 
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There again, it is hard to see how this argument can be reconciled with the 
theory of the contemplation of the Ideas: if the artist contemplates the 
Ideas and if the work reproduces them, then their existence could only be 
actual (how could one contemplate virtual Ideas?). 

e) Neither do the arts equal philosophy from the functional point of 
view, that is, from the point of view of man’s redemption, of his freedom 
from the torments of the will. In the case of works of art, we are not dealing 
with a “lasting emancipation, but only with a brief hour of rest, an excep- 
tional and indeed only momentary release from the service of the will.”5° 

I shall not further dilate upon the first four arguments, which only in- 
crease the incoherence of Schopenhauer’s positions. Generally, they paral- 
lel the reasons advanced by Hegel: philosophy has the advantage over art 
of abstract theory over individualizing intuition. But the last reason de- 
serves our attention, since it introduces a new, central, and specific char- 
acteristic of Schopenhauer’s version of the speculative theory of Art, a 
characteristic that I have thus far only touched upon. For Schopenhauer, 
the cognitive aspect of Art and of philosophy is not an end in itself; it is 
always in the service of an existential finality. Art and philosophy are les- 
sons in wisdom: “Not merely philosophy but also the fine arts work at 
bottom towards the solution of the problem of existence.”57 This “problem 
of existence” is the self-devouring tyranny of the will: existence is synony- 
mous with pain and suffering. It is only in man that the will finally under- 
stands itself; having understood what it is, that is, an eternally self-engen- 
dering and self-destroying drive fated to dissatisfaction and pain, the will 
can, in a heroic gesture, turn against itself, it can cease to will, it can accept 
its own demise. I do not intend to set forth here the philosophy of “it would 
be better that nothing existed” that constitutes the singularity of Schopen- 
hauer’s voice in the concert of postclassical philosophy and that he articu- 
lates in such a magisterial manner. It suffices to note that Art is called 
upon to play a role in this ascetic resignation, in this abandonment of the 
will to live, in the will’s acceptance of its own demise. This role is that of 
a “tranquilizer” that frees us—at least momentarily—from the tyranny of 
the desires and drives; through it, we emerge from the painful dream of 
individuation and glimpse the peace of a definitive annihilation, Nirvana. 

How can the artistic contemplation of the Ideas, and thus the knowl- 
edge of the essence of the world, lead us to detachment? Schopenhauer 
gives at least two different answers to this question. 

The first repeats (interpreting it differently) a traditional theme: the 
universe represented in a work of art is only an image, a simulacrum, and 
thus cannot become the object of our desires or hatreds, that is, it cannot 
become a motive for the will. Whence the emergence of the ecstatic state 
constituted by disinterested contemplation: so long as we are contemplat- 
ing a work of art, our volitions are bracketed. 
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The second answer refers not to the representational status of Art, but 
to its content. Insofar as the work of art represents events and actions, it 
pictures the torments of the will to live; it can thus enlighten us concerning 
the profound truth of our existence, concerning the suffering and unhap- 
piness that are its most faithful companions, and at the same time, it leads 
us to detach ourselves from it, to say “no” to it. This lesson is taught us 
above all by tragedy: “In the moment of the tragic catastrophe the convic- 
tion becomes more distinct to us than ever that life is a bad dream from 
which we have to awake. .. . In this consists the tragic spirit: it therefore 
leads to resignation.”5° To be sure, Schopenhauer is obliged to concede 
that most heroes of ancient tragedies are far from showing such a spirit 
of resignation. That is why he grants precedence to modern tragedy: 
“Shakespeare is much greater than Sophocles.”59 But even when resigna- 
tion is endorsed by the characters in the tragedy, their misfortunes give 
rise to it in the spectator: “the summons to turn away the will from life 
remains the true tendency of tragedy, the ultimate end of the intentional 
exhibition of the suffering of humanity, and is so accordingly even where 
this resigned exaltation of the mind is not shown in the hero himself, but 
is merely excited in the spectator by the sight of great, unmerited, nay even 
merited suffering.”°° 

While this thesis may appear fairly convincing insofar as tragedy is 
concerned, it is hard to see how it could be made to define Art as such 
without obvious implausibility. In other words, this definition of the ulti- 
mate essence of Art (its tranquilizing function) is prescriptive and not de- 
scriptive. Schopenhauer himself agrees that comedy, contrary to tragedy, 
tends to confirm us in our will to live; the non-painful and even pleasant 
nature of comic conflicts leads us to accept life. Similarly, one can hardly 
situate the principal effect of the visual arts in the negation of the will to 
live without reducing sculpture to the Laoco6én and painting to crucifix- 
ions and other tragic scenes. 

In reality, here again two different conceptions of Art appear in the 
background: on one hand, Art as a cognitive activity, that is, as a contem- 
plation of the Ideas (natural forces and archetypes of the natural species), 
of which the visual arts constitute the paradigm; on the other hand, Art as 
leading to detachment through the representation of conflicts of the will in 
their ineluctable and catastrophic aspects, with tragedy as the paradigm. 
The cognitive conception and the ethical conception are not radically in- 
compatible, to be sure, but they are not reducible to each other. 

The two conceptions lead, moreover, to different historical valoriza- 
tions. The definition of Art as ontological knowledge is accompanied by a 
classicist paradigm. It is this paradigm that is postulated for architecture 
and sculpture. Speaking of the former, Schopenhauer asserts that it was 
“perfect and complete in essential matters”™ in ancient Greece. And he 
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adds, including sculpture, “For in this art, as in sculpture, the effort after 
the ideal unites with the imitation of the ancients.”°? With painting, things 
become more complicated, since Schopenhauer accepts the commonplace 
that sees in sculpture the art of antiquity and in painting that of the Chris- 
tian era. Since sculpture is also the art of beauty and grace—another com- 
monplace—and painting that of character, of expression, and of passion, 
Schopenhauer concludes: “From this point of view sculpture seems suita- 
ble for the affirmation, painting for the negation, of the will to live, and 
from this it may be explained why sculpture was the art of the ancients, 
while painting has been the art of the Christian era.”°3 As for literature, his 
position is ambiguous at best. On one hand, we learn that “classical poetry 
has an unconditional, romantic poetry only a conditional, truth and cor- 
rectness; analogous to Greek and Gothic architecture.”°+ In fact, Greek 
poetry expresses the “purely human,” whereas romantic poetry contains 
conventional and artificial elements. On the other hand, however, we have 
seen that insofar as tragedy is concerned, modern drama—that “summit 
of poetical art”°5—surpasses classical tragedy. 

One might seek to reconcile the two conceptions by maintaining that the 
cognitive definition is the same in both cases, but the ethical effect varies. 
When contemplation bears on the Ideas intuited as natural forces or as 
models of the natural species, the effect of detachment is not produced, 
since the will appears solely in the form of eternal Ideas each intuited in its 
own individuality, and not as a conflictual power in the way it manifests 
itself in individuation. Therefore the effect of the affirmation of life in- 
duced by sculpture would have to do with the fact that it only represents 
the Idea of man as a generic being, and abstains from representing con- 
flicts. Yet from the moment representation pictures conflicts, the effect of 
detachment manifests itself: this would be the case for tragedy, but also for 
painting insofar as it is supposed to have as its object the representation of 
the passions and of character. 

But then a new question arises: how can we reconcile the representation 
of conflicts—the condition of the effect of detachment produced by Art— 
with the definition of aesthetic contemplation as intuition of the Ideas in 
the purity of their individual essence, that is, beyond any relationship to 
any alterity whatever, and thus a fortiori beyond any conflict? Doesn't the 
contemplation of the Ideas exclude the conflictual? Let us take the case of 
poetry. From the cognitive point of view, it can be defined as a representa- 
tion of the Idea of humanity (as a natural species). Now, there can clearly 
be no conflict within this Idea; if there were conflict, it could only take 
place between the different individualizations of the Idea in the world of 
appearances. But if that is the case, then the representation of conflicts is 
merely a representation of shadows, of the phenomenal world, and not a 
contemplation of the Ideas. This consequence in turn proves to be incom- 
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patible with the definition of Art as an ecstatic cognitive activity. Thus no 
matter how one approaches the problem, it is impossible to integrate 
Schopenhauer’s various assertions into a coherent conception. 

In the light of the preceding, it is not surprising that the same ambiguity 
is found as soon as one tries to motivate the superiority of philosophy over 
Art. We have already seen that this superiority was both cognitive and 
ethical; philosophical knowledge is more adequate than aesthetic intui- 
tion, and philosophical wisdom leads us more surely to give up the will to 
live than does aesthetic contemplation. But Schopenhauer has not finished 
surprising us. In fact, at the end of the sections devoted to Art, he suddenly 
tells us that in reality if Art cannot be a true liberation, that is because the 
artist is too fascinated by the spectacle of the objectifications of the will, 
that is, if words retain their meaning, by the contemplation of the Ideas: 
“He is chained to the contemplation of the play, the objectification of will; 
he remains beside it, does not get tired of contemplating it and represent- 
ing it in copies; and meanwhile he bears himself the cost of the production 
of that plan. "op In other words, instead of turning away from the will to 
live, the artist admires the shimmering diversity of its figures. If this is the 
case for the artist, one can imagine that the same holds true for the art- 
lover: that is why Schopenhauer concludes that, all in all, art is a consola- 
tion, a Trost, rather than an incitement to negate life. In other words, if I 
have properly understood him: far from turning us away from the will to 
live, Art tends to make us even more its slave, since it provides us with a 
(necessarily illusory) consolation! 

Now, philosophy rests upon exactly the same foundation: the intuition 
of the essence of the world, that is, the intuition of the Ideas, even if it is in 
their overall structure rather than in their individuality. Why then should 
philosophy succeed where Art fails? Why should the presentation of the 
structure of the world not also lead to a purely contemplative fascination 
that, far from turning us away from the will to live, would make us admire 
it? Mustn’t one concede that philosophy, insofar as it is founded on a con- 
templation—even if this is taken over by reflective knowledge—is in the 
same boat as Art? 

All these aporias are further exacerbated in dealing with the question of 
music. We have already seen that it cannot be reduced to the cognitive 
definition of art; it is a direct expression of the will and not a representa- 
tion of the Ideas. More than other arts, it is hard to reconcile with the 
definition of art as an activity leading to detachment from life. In fact, 
according to the theory of harmony Schopenhauer defends, every musical 
composition must end by a return to consonance, and thus by the expres- 
sion of a satisfaction of the will. But if music is the direct expression of the 
structuration of the will according to the differing levels of its objectifica- 
tions and if at the same time it always ends in a consonance, hence in the 
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expression of a satisfaction, then the expression of the essence of things 
(insofar as it is homologous, let us not forget, with philosophical knowl- 
edge) does not in any way lead to the negation of the will to live: it leads 
at least to an indifference (pleasure residing in pure contemplation) or, 
more probably, to an affirmation of this will (why turn away from life, if 
desires are represented as being ultimately satisfied?). Moreover, 
Schopenhauer occasionally sees in the dissonances a simple necessary in- 
gredient making even stronger the contentment that arises from the final 
consonance. Dissonance would thus no longer be the expression of irre- 
ducible conflicts within the will, but simply a retarding factor, and thus an 
amplifying factor, of the final satisfaction: “A succession of merely conso- 
nant chords would be satiating, wearisome, and empty, like the languor 
produced by the satisfaction of all wishes. Therefore dissonances must be 
introduced, although they disquiet us and affect us almost painfully, but 
only in order to be resolved again in consonances with proper prepara- 
tion.”°7 Thus suspension is “clearly an analogue of the heightened satis- 
faction of the will through della. "nf 

In reality, Schopenhauer’s conception of music seems to require as its 
complement, not his pessimistic philosophy, but rather Nietzsche’s philos- 
ophy.°9 That is, moreover, what was to happen: Nietzsche took over 
Schopenhauer’s conception of music, but made it independent of the the- 
ory defining Art as detachment, and more generally separated it from the 
pessimistic philosophy of its creator. In Nietzsche’s work, music becomes 
the emblem of the will’s self-affirmation (which will moreover no longer be 
the simple will to live—that is, to survive, Nietzsche would say—but the 
will to power, that is, the will to aggressive self-affirmation): “even the 
ugly and the disharmonic are part of an aesthetic game that the will in the 
eternal amplitude of its pleasure plays with itself. But this primordial phe- 
nomenon of Dionysian art is difficult to grasp, and there is only one direct 
way to make it intelligible and grasp it immediately: through the wonder- 
ful significance of musical dissonance. Quite generally, only music, placed 
beside the world, can give us an idea of what is meant by the justification 
of the world as an aesthetic phenomenon. The joy aroused by the tragic 
myth has the same origin as the joyous sensation of dissonance in music. 
The Dionysian, with its primordial joy experienced even in pain, is the 
common source of music and tragic myth.”7° 

Thus, instead of a metaphysics of Art, Schopenhauer develops three 
different conceptions: a cognitive conception, connected with the theory of 
the contemplation of the Ideas and illustrated by the visual arts; an ethical 
conception (the effect of detachment), connected with the theory of the 
negation of the will! to live and illustrated by tragedy; and finally an ex- 
pressive conception, connected with the theory of the will as thing-in-itself 
and illustrated by music. Each conception no doubt has its own merits, 
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but it is clearly impossible to bring them together into an overall theory of 
Art, for the simple reason that in some of its consequences each of the three 
is opposed to the other two. 

Why this attempt at an impossible combination of three different con- 
ceptions? I do not think the origin of this attempt is to be sought in some 
internal incoherence in Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. Rather, it results 
from his will to introduce the speculative theory of Art into his own phi- 
losophical system. We have seen that the speculative theory of Art and the 
sacralization of Art that it implies are linked to a theological view of the 
world, and more precisely to a celebration of Being. Schopenhauerian pes- 
simism, on the contrary, requires of Art that it disillusion us regarding life, 
and therefore it ultimately implies a condemnation of Being. However, as 
soon as Art is defined as the contemplation (in the visual arts) or the ex- 
pression (in music) of Being, it inevitably becomes a source of pleasure; 
Schopenhauer himself admits that Being contemplated is a source of 
pleasure. In other words, it is hard to see how Being could be aesthetically 
condemned. In all rigor, the claim that the arts induce an attitude of de- 
tachment and eventuate in a negation of life cannot be reconciled with an 
aesthetics, but at most with an ethics of Art (art as a lesson in wisdom). 
The fact that Schopenhauer finds it impossible to think about the arts 
except according to the tradition of the speculative theory of Art, even 
though the central onto-theological theses of that theory are incompatible 
with his pessimistic philosophy, clearly shows how apparently self-evident 
the theory had become during the first half of the nineteenth century. 


The Fiction of Truth and the Truth of Fiction (Nietzsche) 


It is relatively easy to present Schopenhauer’s theory of art; he is the au- 
thor of a single book, and his ideas, at least in their main lines, scarcely 
changed between the first and third editions of his magnum opus. The 
same cannot be said of Nietzsche: he was a prolix writer, and his ideas 
were constantly in movement. Movement or contradiction? The answer is 
not obvious; there is, to be sure, a certain development in Nietzsche’s 
thought, but within a single work one sometimes finds contradictions that 
no diachrony suffices to resolve. Must we agree with Karl Jaspers that 
“self-contradiction is the fundamental characteristic of Nietzsche’s 
thought” ?7' Must we even go so far as to see in this characteristic the pecu- 
liar style of Nietzsche’s philosophy, a style that is necessary because the 
ideas he defends are inexpressible within the framework of logic, and more 
generally of conceptual thought??? In fact, at least insofar as the problem of 
the theory of Art is concerned, many of the contradictions one discovers 
seem to be the result of conflicts between concurrent conceptions that have 
not been overcome rather than of agonistic positions assumed as such. 
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These conflicts result fundamentally from the fact that Nietzsche, while 
he accepts the thesis of the ecstatic and speculative character of Art, tends 
to replace the pathos of the truth by a theory of schematizing fictions and, | 
starting with Human, All Too Human, to reject the dualistic ontology of 
being and appearance. Now, one may ask whether these two elements are 
not inseparable from the speculative theory of Art. In fact, if there is no 
longer a world beyond, if appearance is being, or if truth is nothing but a 
fiction necessary for life, what place can there still be for an ecstatic 
knowledge? 

However, these issues are far from simple. In the first place, to the ex- 
tent that the fate of Art is closely linked to that of philosophical knowl- 
edge, this destabilization also concerns philosophical discourse; if there 
are only appearances, if all discourse is fiction, what legitimacy can a dis- 
course that asserts the two preceding propositions have? Hasn't Nietzsche 
fallen victim to self-referential inconsistency, that is, hasn’t he made his 
own assertion impossible? Two answers are possible. One can postulate an 
ecstatic status for the discourse that denies all ecstatic knowledge, in other 
words, endow with a meta-ontological status the assertion that every 
ontological assertion is a fiction.73 Or one can maintain inversely that by 
reducing truth to (fictionalizing) interpretations, Nietzsche does not con- 
tradict himself: his own assertion according to which all truth is only an 
interpretation (assertion 1) is itself only an interpretation (assertion 2).74 
The two solutions have their disadvantages: the first, by resorting to a 
metaphilosophy, falls into a regressus ad infinitum, since the status of this 
metaphilosophy must itself still be established; the second falls into a vi- 
cious circle, since each of the two propositions is supposed in turn to legit- 
imate the other. However, whatever one thinks of these solutions, if the 
reversal operates on philosophy, it also operates on Art, which can thus 
recover its speculative status, even if it is reversed: if truth is only a useful 
fiction, then Art, by consciously assuming its fictive status and offering 
itself explicitly as a construction, is the truth of fiction and thus unveils 
being. In a parallel way, if the opposition between essence and appear- 
ances is void, if appearances are what “is,” then Art, which is the assumed 
figuration of appearance, utters the truth of being. 

In the second place, this inversion is accompanied by an extension of 
Art beyond the spheres of artistic activity proper. When Nietzsche says 
that truth is fiction, that also means that what man has up to now taken to 
be knowledge dictated by things is in reality a kind of creation; the world 
in which man lives is the one he has created through activity that is fiction- 
alizing and thus artistic, secular. Artistic activity in the strict sense of the 
term is only a particularly striking exemplification of this general creativ- 
ity. We must add that the creation of a worldview is in turn only an aspect 
of a more fundamental creativity of which man is no longer the subject but 
one of the products: universal life itself, the romantics’ menstruum univer- 
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sale, is a Dionysian game, the interaction of quanta of the will to power, 
the permanent creation and destruction of apparent figures. 

The conceptual field I have just sketched out appears more clearly in the 
texts of Nietzsche’s maturity. But in a certain way it is active, and seeks to 
express itself, even in the earliest writings, and it does so in opposition to 
elements of Schopenhauerian origin that at that time still largely dominate 
Nietzsche’s world. It would therefore be pointless to try to deny the evolu- 
tion of his ideas and the ruptures that punctuate it: 1. the Schopenhauerian 
aestheticism of The Birth of Tragedy (1872); 2. the “positivist” critique of 
morality, religion, philosophy, and art inaugurated by Human, All Too 
Human (1878-1880) and continuing (despite obvious shifts of emphasis) 
up to The Gay Science (1882); 3. the reinterpretation of the question of art 
within the framework of the theory of the will to power and the eternal 
return in Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-1884), in certain of the later 
texts, and more generally in the posthumously published fragments writ- 
ten between about 1883 and 18809, the year of his collapse. 

I shall follow the line traced by these three stages of Nietzsche e evolu- 
tion. But we shall soon discover that in fact one constantly encounters the 
same problems, even though they take different forms: the problems of 
adapting the speculative theory of Art to an ontological horizon that is 
basically foreign to it. We have already noted this phenomenon in 
Schopenhauer, but in Nietzsche it becomes far more acute. The tensions 
that result from it, from the very fact that Nietzsche never ceases to refor- 
mulate them, and never ceases to try to reduce them, once again provide 
striking proof of the apparent self-evidence the speculative theory of Art 
had acquired. 


ART AS A FUNDAMENTAL METAPHYSICAL ACTIVITY 


Nietzsche’s first writings, from The Birth of Tragedy to Wagner in 
Bayreuth (Thoughts out of Season, IV), are put under the double sign of 
aestheticism and the Schopenhauerian legacy. However, at the same time 
one can already find in them the elements of an ontology radically incom- 
patible with Schopenhauer’s view: many of the uncertainties and ambigu- 
ities of The Birth of Tragedy seem to me to be explained by this conflict 
between two worldviews that imply conceptions of art that are also mutu- 
ally exclusive. 

Through aestheticism, the young Nietzsche’s thought connects up in 
fact with the aesthetic utopianism of Jena romanticism. However, if we 
concentrate on the question of the utopian function of Art, there is no 
doubt that Nietzsche reactivates romantic pathos: the same belief in a sub- 
limation of life through its aestheticization, and thus through a revolution 
in Art; the same promotion of ideal figures, for the romantics, Goethe, for 
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Nietzsche, Wagner; the same heuristic function granted to ancient art, 
which is supposed to serve as a means for determining the present tasks of 
Art. It goes without saying that by the simple introduction of this historical 
pathos, which is evident in his interpretation of Wagner’s art, for example, 
Nietzsche is unfaithful to the lessons of his master Schopenhauer, for 
whom history was merely an epiphenomenon without philosophical 
worth, since he denied time any function of essential differentiation. 

Of course, the two utopias retain their own specificities.7° Thus the 
young Nietzsche’s admiration for Wagner is more absolute than was the 
romantics’ admiration for Goethe. The author of Werther was only one of 
the figures announcing the aesthetic-ontological revolution to come, 
whereas Wagner carries on his shoulders virtually alone all the weight of 
the redemption of the Nietzschean world. To be sure, the young Nietzsche 
enlists Kant and especially Schopenhauer as well in his program of re- 
demption. But it is on the artist, on Wagner, that the historical task essen- 
tially falls. This comes out particularly clearly in Wagner in Bayreuth 
(1876). For example: “This new art is a prophet which sees the end ap- 
proaching for other things than the arts "77 In other words, the revolution 
brought about by Wagnerian music is not limited to the musical domain, 
or even to the vaster domain of the arts: it portends a fundamental change 
in man’s being-in-the-world. Wagnerian opera is a song of farewell: “To 
us, Bayreuth signifies the morning consecration on the day of battle. We 
could not be done a greater injustice than if it were assumed we were 
concerned only with art: as though it were a kind of cure and intoxicant 
with the aid of which one could rid oneself of every other sickness.”7° As 
in Schlegel, the new art is the Archimedean lever that will make it possible 
to transform the world. Wagner’s music sounds the funeral knell of the old 
world: “everything in our modern world is so dependent on everything else 
that to remove a single nail is to make the whole building tremble and 
collapse. . . . It is quite impossible to produce the highest and purest effect 
of which the art of the theatre is capable without at the same time effecting 
innovations everywhere, in morality and politics, in education and society. 
Love and justice grown mighty in one domain, in this instance that of art, 
must in accordance with the law of their inner compulsion extend them- 
selves into other domains and cannot return to the inert condition of their 
former chrysalis stage.”79 

Concerning the heuristic role of ancient art, the Nietzschean point of 
view is obviously not the same as that of the romantics. For the latter, the 
ancient model was the opposite of the art to come, whereas for Nietzsche 
it remains the model to be reactivated. The reason for this difference lies 
in the fact that in Nietzsche Christianity is a foil. Making a striking paral- 
lel, he claims that Kant, Schopenhauer, and Wagner leapt over Christian- 
ity and Socraticism (which is merely a Christianity that misunderstands 
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itself) to reconnect directly with their Greek homologues: “Thus there are 
between Kant and the Eleatics, between Schopenhauer and Empedocles, 
between Aeschylus and Richard Wagner, such approximations and affini- 
ties that one is reminded almost palpably of the very relative nature of all 
concepts of time: it almost seems as though many things belong together 
and time is only a cloud which makes it hard for our eyes to perceive the 
fact.”8° Schopenhauer’s conception of time as solely phenomenal, which 
Nietzsche adopts here with certain reservations (since he limits himself to 
saying that “it almost seems,” beinahe scheint es), is clearly not consistent 
with the idea that the present age has entered into a decisive crisis: if time 
is only an illusion, then there can be neither privileged moments nor deci- 
sive crises. That is one of many examples showing how much Nietzsche 
still hesitates between the theories of bis master and what will be his own 
thought. Obviously, he will have to free himself from this radically nega- 
tive conception of time in order to develop his own philosophy, in which 
historicity conceived as the flux of life plays a central role. 

Another point on which Nietzsche moves away from the romantics is the 
choice of the art that is supposed to announce, or rather to inaugurate, this 
general revolution: it is no longer poetry, but music. However, this differ- 
ence is not fundamental. Nietzsche’s legitimation of the superiority of 
music repeats that given by the romantics for poetry: like them, he opposes 
the abstract communication of conceptual language to pure expression. In 
other words, he adopts the distinction between poetic language and pro- 
saic language, simply replacing the first term by music and the second by 
language as such, or rather by the current degenerate language: music 
alone, which is hostile to all convention, is a direct expression of human 
feeling. A natural language, even the language of nature, it is opposed to 
verbal language which, because of the importance that concepts have ac- 
quired in it, has become incapable of expressing interiority: “Man can no 
longer express his needs and distress by means of language, thus he can no 
longer really communicate at all: and under these dimly perceived condi- 
tions language has everywhere become a power in its own right which now 
embraces mankind with ghostly arms and impels it to where it does not 
really want to go. As soon as men seek to come to an understanding with 
one another, and to unite for a common work, they are seized by the mad- 
ness of universal concepts, indeed even by the mere sounds of words, and 
as a consequence of this incapacity to communicate, everything they do 
together bears the mark of this lack of mutual understanding, inasmuch as 
it does not correspond to their real needs but only to the hollowness of 
those tyrannical words and concepts: thus to all its other sufferings man- 
kind adds suffering from convention, that is to say from a mutual agree- 
ment as to words and actions without a mutual agreement as to feelings.”*! 
Yet music and poetry are related: poetry as the romantics conceived it was 
supposed to be a sort of music;®? as for Nietzsche, he thinks poetry is the 
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state of language when the latter is touched by the grace of music. Whence 
the choice of Wagner as herald of the coming age: he is the prototype not 
only of the Dionysian musician, but also of the poet-musician who regen- - 
erates verbal language and makes it recover its originary state—a state in 
which it was not yet conceptual language, but indifferently poetry, image, 
and feeling, in other words, authentic expression: “Wagner has forced lan- 
guage to return to an original state in which it does not yet think almost 
anything by concepts, in which it is itself still poetry, image, and feel- 
ing.”83 

Wagner’s crucial importance lies in the fact that he reactivates the great 
art of the Greeks, tragedy, the union of the Dionysian (music) and the 
Apollonian (action in dialogue). Wagnerian art is thus a total art, achiev- 
ing the synthesis of the world of hearing and the world of vision, and it is 
the “mediator and conciliator of apparently opposed spheres, the restorer 
of the unity and totality of artistic power that can be neither divined nor 
deduced, but only shown through action.”°+ 

What Nietzsche’s text on Wagner asserts in a programmatic mode, The 
Birth of Tragedy had already presented in a theoretical form; one would 
miss the essential intention of this text if one failed to situate it within the 
utopian aestheticism nourished by Wagnerian art. In fact, under the cover 
of a historical study of ancient tragedy, Nietzsche is elaborating his aes- 
thetic-ontological program. In this text, the encounter with romanticism is 
not located solely at the level of aesthetic utopianisin, but more fundamen- 
tally at that of ontology: it is the aesthetic categories that serve to formu- 
late the question of being, in the sense that, as Eugen Fink notes, “the 
aesthetic theory of ancient tragedy elucidates .. . the essence of being in 
general.”°5 In fact, the two fundamental principles of Greek art, the Di- 
onysian and the Apollonian, as well as their conflictual interactions, make 
it possible clearly to discern the eternal combat of the two basic ontological 
forces constituted on one hand by the hidden Urgrund of being, and on the 
other by the equally irrepressible tendency of being toward individualiza- 
tion in the multiplicity of phenomena. If Apollo creates the world of man’s 
dreams and the world of beautiful forms, he also creates the world itself in 
its phenomenal manifestations. Dionysus, for his part, while he annihi- 
lates men’s individuality in the pure expression of the will constituted by 
music, also always thrusts the world of individualized phenomena into the 
depths of being. Thus, as in the romantics, as in the young Schelling, art 
is the organon of philosophy. 

A reading of a multifaceted text like The Birth of Tragedy is far from 
easy, if only because instead of a single definition of Art we find at least four: 

a) acognitive definition: Art is an ecstatic knowledge of the inner being 
of the world, of its Dionysian heart; 

b) an affective-ethical definition: Art is a consolation (Tréstung) that 
allows us to go on living; 
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c) an ontological definition: Art is a semblance, a Schein, an illusion; 

d) a cosmological definition: Art is the game that the universe plays 
with itself. 

Among these differing conceptions two seem difficult to reconcile, 
namely the first and the third: how can Art be both an ecstatic knowledge 
and an illusion? The most immediate answer is obviously that there is art 
and art, in other words, that there exist arts that are on the side of ecstatic 
truth, and others that are on the side of illusion. But this implies, in all 
rigor, that the concept of Art ceases to be a definition of essence, since it 
has as its referent arts having mutually exclusive finalities. Moreover, 
Nietzsche himself emphasizes the fact that contrary to other authors, he 
does not derive the arts from a single principle, but from two principles, 
giving rise to two artistic worlds “differing in their intrinsic essence and in 
their highest aims.”®° Yet aesthetic utopianism seems to require a unitary 
theory of Art. Whence a certain number of difficulties that arise in the 
central distinction between the Dionysian and the Apollonian. 

In order to structure the opposition between the Apollonian and the 
Dionysian, Nietzsche uses Schopenhauer’s opposition between the world 
of representation and the world of the will. The Apollonian is the domain 
of the principle of individuation, of phenomenal being, of appearances; 
the Dionysian, on the other hand, is the site of the unity that is beyond all 
representation, beyond any object and any subject. Before being artistic 
poles, the Apollonian and Dionysian are the two great cosmological princi- 
ples. Whence a close link between human art and the universe’s aesthetic 
game: the artistic staging of the battle between the two principles is only 
an aspect of the cosmic battle they are fighting against each other. The 
cosmic level of the battle is moreover also reflected in the world of myths: 
the universe of Olympian gods corresponds to the Apollonian principle, 
that of the Titans to the Dionysian principle. However, this battle does not 
oppose two independent principles; in reality, the Apollonian, the princi- 
ple of the phenomenal world, is produced by the Dionysian, which is the 
sole principle of being. The Dionysian original ground wants to look at 
itself in the world of Apollonian representation, in other words, it wants to 
give birth to its opposite. 

It is not hard to see that the difficulties will arise precisely from the 
attempt to identify the opposition between the Dionysian arts (music) and 
the Apollonian arts (representational arts) with that between the two cos- 
mic principles defined by Schopenhauer. In the latter’s work, the cosmic 
opposition was not identical with the distinction between the representa- 
tional arts and music; thanks to the theory of the Ideas, the representa- 
tional arts were also on the side of essence. Nietzsche, in contrast, to the 
extent that he directly identifies Apollonian art with the world of represen- 
tation and does not accept the theory of the Ideas (whose ad hoc character 
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in Schopenhauer he had early on discovered), is inevitably led to diametri- 
cally oppose the two types of art. Whence, as we shall see, the difficulty of 
arriving at a unitary determination of tragedy, which is supposed to be a 
synthesis of the Dionysian and the Apollonian. Whence also, more gener- 
ally, the opposition between the two conceptions of Art, according to 
whether the point of view is that of Apollonian art or that of Dionysian art. 

But before moving on to discuss the theses concerning the arts, we must 
first ask how one can move from the cosmic level to the artistic level. The 
passage takes place, as it always does in Nietzsche, through man’s affec- 
tive life, pathos being the way he directly expresses his participation in 
cosmic life. In the human soul, the Apollonian is the oneiric principle, the 
Dionysian the principle of drunkenness. There again, the Dionysian is the 
central term. In drunkenness, man destroys his individuality in order to 
become one with the cosmos: “Under the charm of the Dionysian not only 
is the union between man and man reaffirmed, but nature which has be- 
come alienated, hostile, or subjugated, celebrates once more her reconcili- 
ation with her lost son, man. "77 Through Dionysian drunkenness, man 
becomes the receptacle into which Being as original ground operates. In 
this sense, one can say that the first work of human art is none other than 
man himself when he delivers himself up to Dionysian drunkenness: “He 
is no longer an artist, he has become a work of art: in these paroxysms of 
intoxication the artistic power of all nature reveals itself to the highest 
gratification of the primordial unity.”°° 

It is from this Dionysian state, from this drunken dance, that the arts 
developed, and first of all music, the pure Dionysian art, the direct expres- 
sion of “the inmost ground of the world. "Do and then the different mixed 
arts and those that are purely Apollonian. 

The specific status accorded music, its definition as a direct expression 
of the will, or of the originary pain (Urschmerz), are borrowed, to be sure, 
from Schopenhauer. But we can discern a number of differences: on one 
hand Nietzsche introduces dance alongside music; on the other, since his 
musical ideal is Wagnerian opera, he has to justify its recourse to lan- 
guage. Thus he claims that pure music would threaten to destroy us if it 
did not pass through the filter of language, of myth. 

The art most closely related to music is lyric poetry; it arises directly 
from it and seeks, so to speak, a linguistic metaphor capable of expressing 
it. However, as soon as there is language, there is representation. In this 
sense lyric poetry is no longer a pure Dionysian art and includes a certain 
Apollonian element: “In the first place, as a Dionysian artist he has identi- 
fied himself with the primal unity, its pain and contradiction. Assuming 
that music has been correctly termed a repetition and a recast of the world, 
we may say that he produces the copy (Abbild) of this primal unity as 


music. Now, however, under the Apollonian dream inspiration, this music 
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reveals itself to him again as a symbolic dream image (in einem gleichnis- 
artigen Traumbilde). The inchoate, intangible reflection of the primordial 
pain in music, with its redemption in mere appearance, now produces a 
second mirroring as a specific symbol or example (Exempel).”9° 

Next comes tragedy: it achieves the absolute synthesis of the Dionysian 
and the Apollonian, of music (the chorus) and representation (dialogue), 
of the expression of the original heart of being and the figuration of the 
world of appearances. But there again, by virtue of the privileged status 
accorded the Dionysian, the world of Apollonian appearances is in the 
service of the revelation of the Dionysian truth: it is the unity of man with 
the originary heart of the universe that is revealed through the dream 
image on the tragic stage. Tragedy is thus the Apollonian figuration of the 
Dionysian truth. 

Finally, there are the purely Apollonian arts, that is, epic poetry and the 
visual arts. The unification of epic poetry and the visual arts under a single 
category may at first seem preposterous. Just as one can easily understand 
that the visual arts might be qualified as purely Apollonian arts, since they 
are the arts of vision and of “semblance” par excellence, so the idea that 
epic poetry is a purely Apollonian art may at first seem arbitrary. In what 
way is it so different from lyric poetry, or especially from dramatic poetry? 
Nietzsche indicates that epic imitates “the world of appearances and im- 
ages,” that is, the intramundane actions of the heroes and the Olympian 
gods. But that is also what tragedy does, and later on we learn that the 
scene, dramatic action, is the properly epic aspect of drama.” The differ- 
ence would thus lie in the fact that epic is a tragedy without the Dionysian 
element, that is, without chorus and song. Unfortunately, we shall have 
occasion to see later that Nietzsche also maintains that the dramatic action 
itself participates in the Dionysian, namely through its catastrophe, which 
destroys the individuality of its heroes and thus returns them to the origi- 
nary essence of being. The difference must thus also concern the level of 
the action: epic action is purely Apollonian, whereas in dramatic action 
the Apollonian element ultimately rejoins the Dionysian essence. But in 
that case, the Apollonian could no longer be purely and simply identified 
with representation as such; it would be determined by the specific nature 
of the action represented. 

We have seen that the Dionysian world corresponds to the essence of 
being, and thus to truth, whereas the Apollonian world is the world of 
appearances. But then what happens to the cognitive function of Art, 
which is so important in the tradition of the speculative theory of Art to 
which the young Nietzsche belongs? 

In many passages of Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche undeniably defends a 
cognitive theory of Art. More precisely, he defines it, in accord with the 
tradition of the speculative theory of Art, as ecstatic knowledge. Thus as 
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early as the preface addressed to Richard Wagner, he tells us that Art is the 
“truly metaphysical activity. "o If that is the case, it must reveal a truth of 
an ontological order. But what art is capable of attaining this ecstatic 
knowledge? The purely Apollonian arts are excluded at the outset, if it is 
true that the Apollonian is the domain of semblance and illusion. A priori 
it is music, the pure Dionysian art, that should be the paradigmatic art. 
But here we encounter the same difficulty as in Schopenhauer: (pure) 
music can hardly be described as knowledge, since it has no genuinely 
representational dimension. Rather than knowledge of what constitutes 
the essence of being, it is its ineffable expression, the “inchoate, intangible 
reflection of the primordial pain.”93 Lyric poetry, which is representative, 
seems to lend itself better to a cognitive definition, and Nietzsche empha- 
sizes that it expresses not the artist’s subjectivity but rather the truth of 
being. The lyric genius sees “the basis of things”:94 “The ‘T of the lyrist 
therefore sounds from the depth of being.” But the art that is truly cen- 
tral from the cognitive point of view is tragedy: it is “the fundamental 
knowledge of the oneness of everything existent, the conception of individ- 
uation as the primal cause of evil, and of art as the joyous hope that the 
spell of individuation may be broken in augury of a restored oneness.” 
Tragedy is thus indeed a cognitive activity, and the “tragic knowledge” 
(tragische Erkenntnis) it transmits is of an ontological order, since it re- 
veals the essence of Being. To the extent to which Nietzsche conceives the 
opposition between unity of being and individuation as an opposition be- 
tween essence and appearance, it is not surprising that his interpretation 


218 CHAPTER FOUR 


of the cognitive significance of the tragic catastrophe coincides with 
Hegel’s: “The misfortune in the nature of things, which the contemplative 
Aryan is not inclined to interpret away—the contradiction at the heart of 
the world reveals itself to him as a clash of different worlds, e.g., of a 
divine and human one, in which each, taken as an individual, has right on 
its side, but nevertheless has to suffer for its individuation, being merely a 
single one beside another. In the heroic effort of the individual to attain 
universality, in the attempt to transcend the curse of individuation and to 
become the one world-being, he suffers in his own person the primordial 
contradiction that is concealed in things, which means that he commits 
sacrilege and suffers.”97 

The problem here, as the reader will have noted, is that this determina- 
tion of the arts according to their cognitive function is very hard to recon- 
cile with their division according to the two poles of the Dionysian and the 
Apollonian. Whence a certain number of ambiguities, particularly as re- 
gards the definitions of music and tragedy. 

Let us begin with the situation of music. As I have already said, while 
the Dionysian represents the pole of being and the Apollonian the pole of 
appearances and illusion, it is music that is supposed to be the speculative 
art par excellence. And in fact Nietzsche sometimes opposes music to 
drama: “music is the real idea of the world, drama is but the reflection of 
this idea, a single silhouette of it.... Even if we agitate and enliven the 
figure in the most visible manner, and illuminate it from within, it still 
remains merely a phenomenon from which no bridge leads us to true real- 
ity, into the heart of the world. "98 Only music can speak (reden) of “the 
most universal facts, "ou Yet because of its proximity to the essence of 
being, it is both ineffable (bild und begrifflos) and—when it is not medi- 
ated by speech—unbearable. It thus needs speech, not only so that it 
can be borne by man, but also in order to explain and exemplify itself. 
To become speculative knowledge in the strong sense of the term, the 
Dionysian has to resort to Apollonian representation: it if is beyond all 
representation, it is nevertheless only through representation that it can 
know itself. It is in this sense that the supreme art is not pure music, but 
rather tragedy, it being understood that for Nietzsche the musical element 
constitutes the foundation and heart of tragedy, as is shown by the com- 
plete title of the first edition of the text we are currently discussing: The 
Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (Die Geburt der Tragödie aus 
dem Geiste der Musik) e 

What is the precise relation between the Dionysian and the Apollonian 
in tragedy? Initially, Nietzsche maintains that the two elements corre- 
spond to two different components of drama: dialogue is on the side of the 
Apollonian, the chorus on the side of the Dionysian. But if drama is sup- 
posed to be a synthesis, the two elements have to interact; it is through the 
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final catastrophe, and thus through an element of the action, that this 
interaction takes place. More generally, the Dionysian makes use of the 
Apollonian to arrive at a representation of itself: the chorus disburdens 
(entladet) itself in the world of the Apollonian image, and thus in dia- 
logue. Tragedy’s overall effect is thus Dionysian rather than Apollonian in 
nature: “In the total effect of tragedy, the Dionysian predominates once 
again. Tragedy closes with a sound which could never come from the 
realm of Apollonian art. And thus the Apollonian illusion reveals itself as 
what it really is—the veiling during the performance of the tragedy of the 
real Dionysian effect: but the latter is so powerful that it ends by forcing 
the Apollonian drama itself into a sphere where it begins to speak with 
Dionysian wisdom and even denies itself and its Apollonian visibility.”'™ 
The tragic action “leads the world of phenomena to its limits where it 
denies itself and seeks to flee back again into the womb of the true and 
only reality.”'°? Or, as Nietzsche also puts it, the scene with its action is 
only a vision produced by the Dionysian chorus, a vision through which it 
represents what is beyond all representation. 

The idea is repeated in another form when Nietzsche is discussing 
Wagnerian drama, the contemporary form of tragedy. Here, myth is the 
central idea. We already know that myth’s function is to protect us against 
the destructive force of music as pure Dionysian expression. But at the 
same time the latter transmits to it its metaphysical dimension: “The myth 
protects us against the music, while on the other hand it alone gives music 
the highest freedom. In return, music imparts to the tragic myth an intense 
and convincing metaphysical significance that word and image without 
this singular help could never have attained.”'°3 Thus we can bear 
Dionysian expression only through the image—the Gleichnis—of tragic 
myth, which tears us away from the unbearable reflection and echo 
(Widerklang) of the universalia ante rem or of Being, which is music 173 

The central function of tragic arts thus seems to be a kind of ecstatic 
knowledge. It no doubt also has an affective dimension, but this does not 
consist in an illusory consolation such as that provided by the Apollonian 
veil that conceals “the horrors of the night.”'°5 On the contrary, it is ec- 
static knowledge itself that has a consolatory function: the truth consoles 
us because it shows us that the flux of life is indestructible, that it is only 
the particular, apparent figures that are destroyed: “Dionysian art, too, 
wishes to convince us of the eternal joy of existence: only we are to seek this 
joy not in phenomena, but behind them. We are to recognize that all that 
comes into being must be ready for a sorrowful end; we are forced to look 
into the terrors of the individual existence—yet we are not to become rigid 
with fear: a metaphysical comfort tears us momentarily from the bustle of 
the changing figures. We are really for a brief moment primordial being 
itself, feeling its raging desire for existence and joy in existence.”!©° 
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However, at other moments Nietzsche emphasizes instead the existence 
of an opposition between the Apollonian and the Dionysian within trag- 
edy. The Apollonian is not only the necessary mediation of tragic knowl- 
edge, it battles against the Dionysian element: it seeks to “restore the al- 
most shattered individual with the healing balm of blissful illusion.”'°7 
The “blissful illusion” consists in the fact that where in reality it is the will 
as original ground that is acting, we see only individual actions: “thus the 
Apollonian tears us out of the Dionysian universality and lets us find de- 
light in individuals.”'©° This function of the Apollonian element is partic- 
ularly obvious in the purely Apollonian art of the visual arts: “here, Apollo 
overcomes the suffering of the individual by the radiant glorification of the 
eternity of the phenomenon: here beauty triumphs over the suffering in- 
herent in life; pain is obliterated by lies from the features of nature.”!°9 

In any case, man needs the “sovereign illusion” of the Apollonian in 
order to live: “This is the true artistic aim of Apollo in whose name we 
comprehend all those countless illusions of the beauty of mere appearance 
that at every moment make life worth living at all and prompt the desire 
to live on in order to experience the next moment.”"° Now, this tendency 
is also active in the art of tragedy. Thus we learn that tragic knowledge, 
that is Dionysian revelation, can be endured only on the condition that it 
is accompanied by the “remedy and ... preventative” of art.“ This re- 
minds us of the assertion according to which music can be endured only if 
it passes through myth, through representation in language. The problem 
is that Nietzsche has earlier maintained that the Dionysian dimension of 
tragedy, and thus the revelation of ecstatic truth, is itself a source of pleas- 
ure and consolation: why then in this case does it still need the remedy and 
preventative provided by the Apollonian element? 

The ambiguity of the status of the Apollonian element in tragedy lets us 
discern two opposed conceptions: Art as ecstatic knowledge and Art as 
consolatory illusion. To be sure, Nietzsche tries to reconcile the two by 
referring them to different arts. But insofar as he identifies ecstatic knowl- 
edge with the Dionysian and illusion with the Apollonian, and especially 
insofar as the Dionysian is the truth, but ineffable, whereas the Apollonian 
is the representation, but illusory, the place where the truth would mani- 
fest itself becomes very difficult to determine, since it has to combine truth 
and representation, and thus exclude the ineffable aspect of the former 
and the illusory aspect of the latter. The theory of tragedy is nothing other 
than an attempt to resolve this problem and to find this contradictory 
place. 

That is not all: as if the situation were not already murky enough, 
Nietzsche defends a third conception according to which only illusions 
exist. He distinguishes three principles of illusion: the Socratic pleasure of 
knowledge, which hopes (in vain) to be able to heal the “eternal wound of 
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existence”; the arts, “those veils of beauty”; and finally, the metaphysical 
consolation that makes us believe that “beneath the whirl of phenomena 
eternal life flows on indestructibly.”"? According to this conception, the 
opposition between the visual arts and tragedy or music collapses, since 
even the pleasure connected with the Dionysian discovery of the inde- 
structible nature of life is only an illusion. But in that case the opposition 
between the Dionysian and the Apollonian ceases to be pertinent, or at 
least it can no longer be interpreted as an opposition between the world of 
essence and the world of appearances. 

This conception, according to which the opposition between essence 
and appearances is inoperative because in any case the world as such is 
only a fictionalizing construction of the will, prefigures the theses 
Nietzsche was to defend with particular vigor at the time of Thus Spake 
Zarathustra and the fragments devoted to the will to power. 

There are at least three reasons for all these ambiguities. One is properly 
theoretical: Nietzsche is caught between a Schopenhauerian ontology that 
implies a dualism of appearance and essence, on one hand, and on the 
other, his own later position according to which the opposition between 
appearance and essence is meaningless: the world is what appears and 
there is nothing beyond it. The second reason, although connected with 
the first, is of an axiological order: in Schopenhauer’s ontology the world 
of appearances is devalorized with respect to the true world, which is that 
of the unpresentable will; but from The Birth of Tragedy onward, 
Nietzsche tends on the contrary to valorize the world of appearances 
against the “worlds-beyond” postulated by the metaphysical tradition. Fi- 
nally, the third reason: in at least one passage he outlines what will be his 
most radical thesis of the 1880s, namely that there is no reality, nor any 
truth that could correspond to it, and that there are only the will’s fiction- 
alizing interpretations. 

The speculative theory of Art, in the strict sense of the term, is possible 
only if the Dionysian domain is that of the ultimate truth of being and if 
the arts have access to this domain. An initial difficulty thus arises from 
the fact that some arts are connected with the Apollonian world, which is 
the world of appearances. The distinction between a cognitive and an af- 
fective-ethical conception of art makes it possible to escape this difficulty 
at a first level, at the price of sacrificing the unity of Art. But at the same 
time a new difficulty arises: because of his aestheticism, Nietzsche valor- 
izes Art as such, and thus Apollonian art as well, and consequently the 
domain of appearance and illusion. What counts from this point of view is 
now less the consolatory function of Apollonian illusion than its creative 
aspect. Nietzsche has only to definitively abandon Schopenhauer’s onto- 
logical dualism in order to valorize fiction and illusion as such, that is, as 
works of art. The Dionysian nonetheless does not yield to the Apollonian: 
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it will cease to be interpreted as the essence of being that has to be known 
through ecstatic knowledge; under the name of the “will to power” it will 
be transformed into an energetic principle of the production of Apollonian 
fictions. Whence a paradoxical renascence of the speculative theory of Art, 
as we shall see later on. Between these two stages there is a period, often 
described as “positivist,” during which Nietzsche totally abandons the 
identification of art with the principle of truth, reserving the latter for 
scientific knowledge. Concomitantly, he rejects Schopenhauerian dualism 
in favor of a unitary, phenomenal view of being. It is to this intermediary 
period that we must now turn our attention. 


THe GENEALOGY OF ART 


In Human, All Too Human (1878-1880) and the writings that followed it, 
Nietzsche inaugurated his great critique and destruction of values. We 
must add that this was a critique of established values, and not a battle 
against value as such, since to the values he rejects he opposes others that 
he promotes. Morality, religion, metaphysics, and art: these are the idols 
elevated to the pinnacle by the history that he sets out to destroy by de- 
scribing their anthropological and psychological genealogy. Later on he 
ends up suspecting that truth itself is merely the supreme idol, and this 
introduces a final, fundamental upheaval in his thought. But at the time 
with which we are concerned here, he is not yet formulating such suspi- 
cions; on the contrary, disinterested truth has never been exalted more 
than in Human, All Too Human. 

It is by virtue of this pathos of truth that art is manhandled, along with 
the belief in universal and intangible moral values, belief in God, and the 
postulate of metaphysical worlds beyond. In other words, Nietzsche strips 
art of its cognitive function. At the beginning of Human, All Too Human 
he puts us on notice: “It is probable that the objects of religious, moral, 
and aesthetic sensations belong only to the surface of things, while man 
likes to believe here at least he is in touch with the world’s heart.”"3 This 
probability will soon turn into a certitude: “with religion, art, and moral- 
ity we do not touch upon the ‘nature of the world in itself’; we are in the 
realm of ideas, no ‘intuition’ can take us any further.”™ And a little fur- 
ther on he opposes religion and art to Science, explaining that “These 
[religion and art] are, to be sure, a blossom of the world, but they are 
certainly not closer to the roots of the world than the stem is: they provide 
us with no better understanding of the nature of things at all, although 
almost everyone believes they do. It is error that has made mankind so 
profound, tender, inventive as to produce such a flower as the arts and 
religions. Pure knowledge would have been incapable of it.”"5 

To gauge the upheaval thus brought about in relation to The Birth of 
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Tragedy, it suffices to see the status henceforth accorded to music: it com- 
pletely loses its hermeneutic function as a direct expression of the essence 
of being. From now on, it is a simple formal arrangement of sounds: the ` 
pleasure it gives us is connected with this arrangement. If in spite of every- 
thing we assume that music has a symbolic content, that is because, given 
its secular link with the art of speech, we associate musical traits with the 
poetic contents that usually accompany them. These associations end up 
becoming so strong that they persist even when music dispenses with 
words: “‘Absolute music’ is either form in itself, at a primitive stage of 
music in which sounds made in tempo and at varying volume gave pleas- 
ure as such, or symbolism of form speaking to the understanding without 
poetry after both arts had been united over a long course of evolution and 
the music form had finally become entirely enmeshed in threads of feeling 
and concepts. . . . In itself, no music is profound or significant, it does not 
speak of the ‘will’ or of the ‘thing in itself’; the intellect could suppose 
such a thing only in an age which had conquered for musical symbolism 
the entire compass of the inner life. It was the intellect itself which first 
introduced (hineingelegt) this significance into sounds.”"° However, 
Nietzsche continued to acknowledge the spellbinding power of Wagne- 
rian music. But this spell, far from leading to Dionysian drunkenness, 
merely diminishes manly strength: “‘Cave musicam’ is to this day my 
advice to all who are man enough to insist on cleanliness in things of the 
spirit, such music unnerves, softens, feminizes, its “eternal womanly’ 
draws us—downwards!”""7 

This overthrow of the speculative theory of Art implies a fundamental 
ontological reorganization. To be sure, at first Nietzsche’s position is still 
equivocal. In some aphorisms, while denying art access to an original 
ground, he continues to maintain that there exists such a transcendent 
originary foundation, and thus a duality between appearance and essence. 
If, as he asserts in one of the aphorisms quoted above, the objects of aes- 
thetic feeling belong to the “surface of things” (Oberflache der Dinge), 
there must also exist a dimension deeper than this surface. Similarly, when 
he says that art is far from the roots of the world, he goes on: “Anyone who 
unveiled to us the nature of the world would produce for all of us the most 
unpleasant disappointment. It is not the world as thing in itself, it is the 
world as idea (as error) that is so full of significance, profound, marvelous, 
and bearing in its womb all happiness and unhappiness.” All these as- 
sertions presuppose an ontological dualism, and if they reflected 
Nietzsche's true perspective, they would in fact constitute a simple reversal 
of the terms within an ontology that would itself remain fundamentally 
dualistic. 

In reality, this dualistic Schopenhauerian ontology proves to radically 
irreconcilable with his new conception of truth, which he no longer sees as 
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speculative knowledge bearing on worlds beyond, but on the contrary a 
critical analysis of phenomena as they are given to us. In the later section 
entitled “The Wanderer and His Shadow” we read: “We must again be- 
come good neighbors to the closest things and cease from gazing so con- 
temptuously past them at clouds and monsters of the night.”"9 Countless 
other aphorisms in Human, All Too Human, Daybreak, and The Gay Sci- 
ence hammer home the same idea: the only truth is that of things near us, 
of this world, because this world is the only one that exists. It is a changing 
world, in constant movement; if there is no transcendent world there can 
be no absolute truth, either: “everything has become: there are no eternal 
facts [Tatsachen], just as there are no absolute truths.”° Thus there is no 
longer any place for ecstatic artistic knowledge, for privileged access to a 
transcendent world; the Schopenhauerian theory of aesthetic intuition 
amounts only to “ecstatic reveries.”!?! in order for art to be ecstatic knowl- 
edge, certain “metaphysical postulates” would have to be accepted, for 
example, the one concerning the constancy of objects and characters and 
especially the one that claims that our visible world is merely apparent: 
“These presuppositions are, however, false.” The supposedly ultimate 
“world” revealed by art is not a transcendent reality but a fiction, a mirage 
that counterfeits the real—that is, the phenomenal—world. 

The scientific ideal in accord with which Nietzsche wants to govern his 
own analyses is thus the ideal of the positive sciences, that of “truths that 
are the outcome of cautious reasoning” '?3 and “simple and sober methods 
and results.”"?4+ Thus metaphysical, moral, and religious speculation must 
be replaced by a genealogical anthropology and psychology, that is, by an 
analysis of the genesis and foundation of these speculations. It is no longer 
a matter of sounding the abyss of transcendence, but rather of analyzing 
how men have come to postulate such an abyss. The analysis proposed is 
a genealogy ab infertori:5 Nietzsche maintains in fact that the ultimate 
foundation of all values and all transcendent worlds is found in the reality 
of human drives, in human vital needs. They do not arise from intelligence 
but from need (Bedürfnis). But “Hunger is no proof that the food that 
would satisfy it exists, although it desires the food.”° That holds not only 
for moral and religious propositions, but also for more elementary meta- 
physical propositions that have become so useful and even indispensable 
for us that we no longer even question their status. There are errors that 
are necessary for us to live, such as the following elementary beliefs: “that 
there are enduring things, that there are equal things; that there are 
things, substances, bodies; that a thing is what it appears to be; that our 
will is free; that what is good for me is also good in itself.” 7 

This vital necessity of errors also reveals a contrario to what extent the 
concern for truth runs counter to human nature: what leads men to elabo- 
rate world views is pleasure and displeasure—two motivations that accept 
error and illusion very willingly.° 
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The desire for truth is born much later than the generic capacity to inter- 
pret the world. And for Nietzsche, the battle between the two principles is 
far from over, even if the desire for truth has also turned out to be a “life- 
preserving power”: “Compared to the significance of this fight, everything 
else is a matter of indifference: the ultimate question about the conditions 
of life has been posed here, and we confront the first attempt to answer this 
question by experiment. To what extent can truth endure incorporation? 
That is the question; that is the experiment. ”™?9 

Along with religion, morality, and metaphysics, art is one of the activi- 
ties that postulate transcendent worlds beyond, to which they claim to 
have privileged access. But since there are no worlds beyond, these activi- 
ties merely construct imaginary worlds. Thus the genealogical method 
must also be applied to art: “In the case of everything perfect we are accus- 
tomed to abstain from asking how it became: we rejoice in the present fact 
as though it came out of the ground by magic. . . . The science of art has, 
it goes without saying, most definitely to counter this illusion and to dis- 
play the bad habits and false conclusions of the intellect by virtue of which 
it allows the artist to ensnare it.”'3° 

This genealogy of art has three main aspects: an analysis of its vital 
function, an analysis of its evolutionary function, and a psychology of the 
artist. 

a) The function of art is not cognitive, but purely affective: its goal is to 
reduce our vital power. It goes about this in three ways. 

In the first place, it presents reality to us other than it is. It makes it 
more attractive by concealing it behind the veil of beauty: “Art makes the 
sight of life bearable by laying over it the veil of unclear thinking. ”!3! But 
it also confers on it a greater depth and endows it with an imaginary 
meaning. It thus protects us against truth: “What one should learn from 
artists. —How can we make things beautiful, attractive, and desirable for 
us when they are not? And I rather think that in themselves they never are. 
Here we could learn something from physicians, when for example they 
dilute what is bitter or add wine and sugar to a mixture—but even more 
from artists who are really continually trying to bring off such inventions 
and feats. Moving away from things until there is a good deal that one no 
longer sees and there is much that our eye has to add if we are still to see 
them at all; or seeing things around a corner and as cut out and framed; or 
to place them so that they partially conceal each other and grant us only 
glimpses of architectural perspectives; or looking at them through tinted 
glass or in the light of the sunset; or giving them a surface and skin that is 
not fully transparent—all this we should learn from artists while being 
wiser than they are in other matters. For with them this subtle power usu- 
ally comes to an end where art ends and life begins; but we want to be the 
poets of our life—first of all in the smallest, most everyday matters. ”132 

In the second place, in its ludic character, art is a “cult of the untrue” 
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that is no longer imposed but freely accepted. This leads us to accept more 
easily the inevitability of the false in life, when scientific knowledge causes 
us to discover it: “If we had not welcomed the arts and invented this kind 
of cult of the untrue, then the realization of the general untruth and men- 
daciousness that now comes to us through science—the realization that 
delusion and error are conditions of human knowledge and sensation— 
would be utterly unbearable. Honesty would lead to nausea and suicide. 
But now there is a counterforce against our honesty that helps us to avoid 
such consequences: art as the good will to appearance. . . . As an aesthetic 
phenomenon existence is still bearable for us, and art furnishes us with 
eyes and hands and above all the good conscience to be able to turn our- 
selves into such a phenomenon.”!3 In other words, by giving us an exam- 
ple of a free acceptance of the untrue, art suggests that we consider our life 
as a work of art in turn. What Nietzsche here still invites us to conceive 
only as sort of “als ob” in analogy to art, so that we might not be disgusted 
by the inevitability of the untrue, will soon be transformed—within the 
framework of the theory of the will to power—into a positive characteristic 
of life: life is the creation of fictions. 

Finally, a third characteristic connected with the representative nature 
of the arts: the arts lead us to look disinterestedly on things, to detach 
ourselves from them and to experience them solely as spectacle. in this 
sense art is after all a preparation for the purely observational state of 
mind that is that of the scientific thinker: “it [art] has taught us for thou- 
sands of years to look upon life in any of its forms with interest and pleas- 
ure, and to educate our sensibilities so far that we at last cry: ‘life, however 
it may be, is good!’ This teaching imparted by art to take pleasure in life 
and to regard the human life as a piece of nature, as the object of regular 
evolution, without being too violently involved in it—this teaching has 
been absorbed into us, and it now reemerges as an almighty requirement 
of knowledge. One could give up art, but would not thereby relinquish the 
capacity one has learned from it. . . . The scientific man is the further evo- 
lution of the artistic.”"4 

b) From the point of view of its evolutionary function, art corresponds 
to the childhood of humanity, the stage of magical thought in which peo- 
ple saw gods and demons all around them and endowed nature with a 
soul.'35 Its function was to beautify nature as long as humanity was not yet 
strong enough to face up to it. In this sense it is still turned toward the past, 
and is opposed to the Aufklärung achieved by the scientific mind. More 
specifically, Nietzsche asserts that art still has a tendency to take up the 
torch of religion when the latter is in decline: “Art raises its head where 
religions relax their hold. It takes over a host of moods and feelings engen- 
dered by religion, lays them to its heart and itself grows more profound 
and soulful, so that it is now capable of communicating exultation and 
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enthusiasm as it formerly could not. "op The view that sees ecstatic knowl- 
edge in art is thus intimately connected with a body of erroneous beliefs, 
and when these beliefs are no longer accepted, art itself loses its metaphys- ` 
ical function: “the artists of all ages . . . are the glorifiers of the religious 
and philosophical errors of mankind, and they could not have been so 
without believing in the absolute truth of thee errors. If belief in such truth 
declines in general, if the rainbow-colors at the extreme limits of human 
knowledge and supposition grow pale, that species of art can never flour- 
ish again which, like the Divina Commedia, the pictures of Raphael, the 
frescoes of Michelangelo, the Gothic cathedrals, presupposes not only a 
cosmic but also a metaphysical significance in the objects of art. A moving 
tale will one day be told how there once existed such an art, such an artist's 
faith.”"37 This is also the case for modern music, from Palestrina to 
Wagner: born of the Counter-Reformation, it put itself in the service of 
religious transcendentalism and thus constitutes a genuine Counter-Ren- 
aissance.'3° Thus art, or at least Art (that is, art insofar as it is assumed to 
have a metaphysical function) is a thing of the past, and Nietzsche—like 
Hegel—announces its death: “Evening twilight of art. —Just as in old age 
one remembers one’s youth and celebrates festivals of remembrance, so 
will mankind soon stand in relation to art: it will be a moving recollection 
of the joys of youth. Perhaps art has never before been comprehended so 
profoundly or with so much feeling as it is now, when the magic of death 
seems to play around mt. "9 However, the two philosophers do not give the 
same reason for this death: whereas for Hegel the metaphysical function of 
Art is taken over by philosophy, Nietzsche maintains that speculative Art 
dies because metaphysical thought itself is henceforth impossible. Of 
course, the fact that the arts’ metaphysical function and more generally 
their cognitive function have been revealed to be illusory, does not cause 
them to lose all function, since it is solely on that condition that they can 
be practiced and experienced for what they are: fictional games magnify- 
ing life. 

c) The genealogy is also a psychology of the artist. From the point of 
view of its informational content, art is not a direct expression of the orig- 
inal ground, it is not an organon of metaphysical knowledge, but rather 
“the artist’s self-presentation.”4° At the same time that he emphasizes the 
psychological dimension of art, Nietzsche turns away from questions con- 
cerning the nature of the different arts or genres. This is because general 
notions no longer have any ontological reality for him: there are only indi- 
vidual works produced by individual artists. Whence the importance of 
the psychological genealogy as the ratio essendi of the works. Yet works 
are not what primarily occupies him: he is especially interested in the psy- 
chological mechanisms of creation and the specific psychological type rep- 
resented by the artist. 
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The analysis of artistic creation passes by way of a critique of the cult 
of genius and the concomitant idea of a specifically aesthetic intuition: 
~The belief in great. superior. fruitful spirits is not necessarily. vet none- 
theless is very frequently associated with that religious or semireligious 
superstition that these spirits are of suprahuman origin and possess cer- 
tain miraculous abilities by virtue of which they acquire their knowledge 
by quite other means than the rest of mankind. One ascribes to them. it 
seems. a direct view of the nature of the world. as it were a hole in the cloak 
of appearance. and believes that. by virtue of this miraculous seer’s vision. 
they are able to communicate something conclusive and decisive about 
man and the world without the toil gesi rigorousness required by sci- 
ence. The necessity of resorting to a faculty of mystical intuition be- 
comes superfluous as soon as one ceases to maintain that art provides 
speculative knowledge. AU human activities are complicated and astonish- 
ing. and not only the artists. which moreover does not differ essentially 
from that of the inventor. the astronomer. the historian. or the military 
strategist. In every case. the mental aptitudes are the same: an ability to 
concentrate for a long time on a single object. the patient search for the 
appropriate means. learning from aidd of excellence. etc.42 Thus 
Nietzsche emphasizes the artisanal aspect of artistic creation: talent is the 
result of work. of a “workman's seriousness (Handwerker-Ernst). He 
gives the example of the short story: to write good short stories presup- 
poses not so much innate talent as long practice with a view to mastering 
the craft.43 Just as important is the activity of judgment that allows the 
artist to sift through his ideas or combine them: “In reality. the imagina- 
tion of a good artist or thinker is productive continually. of good. mediocre 
and bad things. but his power of judgment. sharpened and practiced to the 
highest degree. rejects. selects. knots together: as we can now see from 
Beethoven s notebooks how the most glorious melodies were put together 
gradually and as it were culled out of many beginnings.” + As for a wort: 
degree of unity. this results not from any internal organic necessity but 
from rational calculation. Thus the formal necessity of a work is never 
more than relative: ~The forms of a work of art which express the ideas 
contained in it. its mode of speech that is to say. always have something 
easy-going about them. like all forms of speech. 45 

Whereas the analysis of creative procedure leads to a critique of the 
theory of genius. the analysis of the artistic personality seeks to explain 
such a theory by reference to the psychological characteristics artists tend 
to adopt. and also to explain why they are so quick to believe in a meta- 
physical function of art. It is because—just as art corresponds to the child- 
hood of humanity—the psychology of the artist is an infantile psychology: 
~The artist is himself already a m being. inasmuch as he has halted 


ECSTATIC VISION OR COSMIC FICTION? 229 


at games that pertain to youth and childhood”;° “he has remained a child 
or a youth all his life, stuck at the point at which he was first assailed by 
his drive to artistic production; feelings belonging to the first stages of life 
are, however, admitted to be closer to those of earlier times than to those 
of the present century. Without his knowing it, his task becomes that of 
making mankind childlike; this is his glory and his limitation.”47 

In conclusion, it seems clear that the ideas Nietzsche defends at this 
period not only collide directly with the fundamental premises of the sac- 
ralization of Art, but are also determined to destroy them (through the 
genealogical analysis of the artistic world). ‘That said, this rejection of the 
speculative theory is only a secondary aspect of a broader critique that is 
essentially concerned with morality and metaphysics. More fundamen- 
tally: the rejection of the sacralization of Art is only one of the conse- 
quences of the rejection of the dualistic ontology of appearance and es- 
sence whose principal victims are religion, morality, and metaphysics. 
Whence a fundamental ambiguity: one is not always sure whether 
Nietzsche is criticizing the speculative theory of Art—that is, a certain 
conception of art—or art itself. 

The problem arises from the fact that the association of religion, ethics, 
metaphysics, and art is itself one of the basic assumptions of the specula- 
tive theory. Now, in his critiques, Nietzsche never challenges this associa- 
tion, which is nevertheless extremely suspect, since it amalgamates three 
(assertive or prescriptive) discourses with a set of creative practices. Not 
realizing that the first fatal step taken by the speculative theory of Art 
resides in this reduction of the arts (and their ontological, semiotic, and 
functional multiplicity) to a discursive structure concurrent with or com- 
plementary to discourse on the World, God, or the Good, Nietzsche does 
not always succeed in disengaging himself from it. To be sure, the amal- 
gam of the speculative theory of Art and art, of the discourse on the object 
and the object of which it speaks, is not permanent: often, as we have seen, 
Nietzsche distinguishes between the function accorded to art (by one the- 
ory or another) and actual artistic activities. But in many aphorisms he 
attacks art, whereas in reality his criticisms bear solely on the speculative 
theory. Thus the idea according to which the worlds created by art are 
supposed to be truer than the world of appearances in which we live is a 
postulate of the speculative theory of Art, and not an assertion intrinsically 
inseparable from artistic practice. Moreover, for several centuries artistic 
practices got along very well with the contrary theory, according to which 
the worlds created by art are less real than the world in which we live. The 
ambiguity is also found in the genealogical analysis of the evolutionary 
function of art: Nietzsche projects the speculative theory of Art onto the art 
of the past, that is, against all historical evidence he presupposes that in 
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the past art was unanimously considered and practiced as an ecstatic cog- 
nitive activity, which leads him to think that it is art that has to be re- 
formed rather than the speculative theory that has to be abandoned. But 
the most serious consequence of this ambiguity lies in the fact that he can 
free himself from the speculative theory of Art only by inverting it, that is, 
by maintaining that art is a travesty of reality. Yet it is the very notion of 
Art as a permanent object, identical with itself through the different arts 
and through time, having a fixed natural function, that should be the ob- 
ject of the genealogical critique of general terms. 

Thus in this “positivist” period Nietzsche does oppose the speculative 
theory of Art, but insofar as he continues to use uncritically the notion of 
Art, he remains a prisoner of its problematics. He cannot displace it, but 
only overthrow it. The fact that it triumphs anew—even if in a paradoxical 
form—in the writings devoted to the will to power is thus not so surprising 
as it at first glance appears. 


ART AND THE WILL TO POWER 


The period inaugurated by Human, All Too Human was put under the 
sign of Science and of the truth at any price; whence the denunciation of 
idols. However, at the beginning of the fifth book of The Gay Science, 
entitled “We Fearless Ones,” Nietzsche sets forth a thesis that is full of 
consequences for his future orientations: “science also rests on a faith; 
there simply is no science ‘without presuppositions.’ The question whether 
truth is needed must not only have been affirmed in advance, but affirmed 
to such a degree that the principle, the faith, the conviction finds expres- 
sion: ‘Nothing is needed more than truth, and in relation to it everything 
else has only second-rate value.’ ”™48 What is the source of this will to 
truth? Does truth arise from the will to avoid misjudging (reality), not to 
go astray or be mistaken, or does it arise from the will not to lead others 
into error, not to deceive anyone? If the will to truth is simply a will not to 
be mistaken with regard to reality, science is in fact only an exercise in 
prudence. But in that case the will to truth could not be absolute, since 
some errors are vital. Nevertheless, the demand for truth is presented as 
absolute. Therefore it must be governed by the second motive, the will not 
to deceive anyone (including oneself). In other words, it is governed by a 
moral motive. Hence the suspicion attached to any moral value will also be 
attached to this one: why will the truth rather than illusion? Isn’t the truth 
one of the powers directed against life, isn’t it a will to death?49 

To some extent, this suspicion had long haunted Nietzschean thought. 
But over the years it made its weight increasingly felt. We must note that 
in itself it does not imply any epistemological challenge to the concept of 
truth, but concerns only its utility. At the time of Human, All Too Human 
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we have even seen it serve to praise truth, the grandeur of which was 
supposed to lie precisely in its antinatural character, in opposition to the 
spontaneous tendency to useful illusions. The change thus concerns the 
valorization alone: henceforth life is given priority over truth. 

However, alongside this “vitalist” suspicion with regard to the will to 
truth there arises a second suspicion that is new and much more devastat- 
ing, since it concerns truth’s epistemological status. At the time of Human, 
All Too Human Nietzsche had certainly rejected the distinction between 
appearance and essence, but he did so in order to identify the true world 
with the world of appearance: the real world is the world in which we live, 
and there is no other. This conclusion was imposed by the absolute will to 
truth that refuses to allow itself to be deceived or to deceive others. In other 
words, this conception did not challenge the distinction between reality 
and illusion, between reality and fiction; whence also the possibility of 
opposing art qua fiction to the truth revealed by Science. The refutation of 
the distinction between essence and appearance amounts in fact to a nega- 
tion of essence, to its identification with appearance. The first suspicion, 
the one concerning the moral foundation of truth, does not challenge this 
distinction between reality and fiction, but limits itself to simply question- 
ing the value of truth for life. The second suspicion, on the other hand, 
attacks the very notion of reality: there might not be any true reality, real- 
ity might be nothing other than a fictionalizing construction. Conse- 
quently, the concept of truth itself might be only a fiction, and the will to 
truth only a disguised will to illusion; criticizable as a moral demand op- 
posed to life, it would also be completely illusory. Of course, Nietzsche has 
a specific conception of truth in mind, namely the theory of correspon- 
dence according to which truth is a belief defined propositionally as the 
equivalence between a predication and a state of affairs.5° He refuses to 
accept the fundamental presupposition of this theory, namely that there 
exist independent and irreducible states of affairs. He maintains on the 
contrary that every state of affairs is already an interpretation: “Against 
the positivism that remains at the level of the phenomenon, maintaining 
that “There are only the facts,’ I should object: no, there are no facts, only 
interpretations. ”'5' The value of different interpretations can no longer be 
determined with respect to an objective benchmark (the being that is sup- 
posed to be given), but only relative to their vital function: “Truth is the 
type of error without which a certain species of living beings cannot live. 
It is what is a value from the point of view of life that is ultimately deci- 
sive.”'5? The true is that which, for a given person, produces an increased 
sense of power: “The criterion of truth lies in the increase of the sense of 
power. "53 Every belief that leads to a weakening of this will to power must 
therefore be considered harmful, “erroneous,” even if it is one of the estab- 
lished “truths.” In other words, the traditional dichotomy between truth 
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and error is abolished and replaced by a distinction, which is not congru- 
ent with the first one, between the beliefs that strengthen the will to power 
and those that weaken it. The evaluation of a worldview depends upon its 
expressive function: Nietzsche supports worldviews that express strength, 
health, and the affirmation of life and opposes those that express weak- 
ness, sickness, and the negation of life. 

The critique of truth (Wahrheit) is a critique of a specific conception of 
truth, truth as correspondence; however, this critique itself is carried out 
in the name of a requirement of truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) behind 
which we can discern a new conception of truth as authenticity. To be 
sure, ali truth is only an interpretation, and the assertion of this thesis is 
itself only an interpretation; but there exist authentic interpretations and 
inauthentic interpretations, that is, there are interpretations in which the 
will to power presents itself transparently to itself, and others in which it 
presents itself in derivative, indirect forms. I therefore do not believe that 
in his late writing Nietzsche erased every requirement of truth in favor of 
an absolute relativism; the very fact that he continues to use terms such as 
“fiction,” “illusion,” and “lie” to qualify the epistemological status of 
propositions claiming to be objective and objectal clearly shows this. If 
every idea of truthfulness were meaningless it would no longer be possible 
to speak of lies or illusions.55 

The essential problem with Nietzsche’s later conceptions on the subject 
of the arts resides in the fact that they are sometimes based on a critique 
of truth as a moral demand—without chalienging its epistemological 
status—and sometimes on the radical destruction of the very concept of 
truth-as-correspondence, a destruction that is formulated in the theory of 
fictions. But the status of the arts cannot be the same in both cases. 

Within the framework of the critique of truth as a moral demand—and 
from the moment that the rejection of the distinction between appearance 
and essence is accompanied by the abandonment of the idea of an ecstatic 
truth—the arts are resituated on the side of the forces of illusion. This 
position was already established in the genealogy of art presented in 
Human, All Too Human: it leads to the overthrow of the speculative the- 
ory of Art. The later reflections on this topic thus bring nothing new: they 
still unveil “the falsity of art, its immorality,”5° since “For a philosopher 
it is shameful to say: ‘the good and the beautiful coincide’; if he also adds 
that ‘the same goes for the truth,’ he deserves a thrashing. The truth is 
ugly. We have art in order to avoid dying from the truth.”'57 At the most 
one can note a more clearly positive valorization of this illusion-producing 
power of Art, which is connected with an unequivocal acceptance of life 
and hence with the depreciation of truth as an ascetic demand opposed to 
life: thus, rereading The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche observes that art is 
more valuable than truth, and that is because it is “the great means that 
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makes life possible, the great seducer that draws us into life, the great 
stimulant to live. "Së This valorization is nevertheless accompanied by res- 
ervations: at the time of Human, All Too Human, one of the criticisms 
against art had emphasized its connections with religion and morality, 
and thus its complicity in activities depreciating the world in which we live 
in favor of a transcendent. world. Nietzsche continues this criticism, but 
instead of directing it against art as such, he formulates it against a specific 
conception of art, that of art for art’s sake: “in this way a false antinomy 
is introduced into things—which leads to a slander on reality (‘idealiza- 
tion’ in the sense of ugliness). As soon as one isolates an ideal from reality, 
one depreciates the real, impoverishes it, slanders it. . . . Art, knowledge, 
morality are so many means: instead of recognizing in them the intuition 
aiming at intensifying life, they are made to correspond to the contrary of 
life, to ‘God’—as revelations, so to speak, of a superior world that appears 
here and there through these revelations.”59 [n all logic, this criticism is 
addressed less to artistic practices than to a specific conception of art, 
namely the speculative theory of Art. But here again we encounter the 
ambiguity discussed earlier. Sometimes Nietzsche distinguishes between 
artistic theories and artistic practices, but sometimes he also asserts that in 
fact there are two forms of art; on one hand there is the art of decadence 
and nihilism, the art of the weak who dare not confront life, namely ro- 
mantic art, which postulates that it accedes to ecstatic knowledge of a 
transcendent universe; on the other hand there is the art that deifies life, 
namely the Dionysian art of classical tragedy, which celebrates terrestrial 
life in both its marvelous and horrible aspects: “Is Art the result of a lack 
of satisfaction with the real? Or is it an expression of gratitude for the 
happiness one has enjoyed? In the first case, romanticism, in the second, 
halo and dithyramb (in short, the art of apotheosis).”!° 

This distinction between two forms of art is perfectly compatible with 
the radical destruction of the notion of truth that Nietzsche proposes in 
some of his late texts and fragments. At the same time, Art can no longer 
be on the side of illusion, since if there is no longer any truth, there cannot 
be any illusion either. If we never relate to a world that exists as an inde- 
pendent given, if the world is always our creation, then the very idea that 
there might be truthful images and false images of this world must be 
abandoned. But we have also seen that Nietzsche’s theory does not entail 
the abandonment of any criterion of truth. Hence the arts, beyond their 
function as a stimulus to life, paradoxically recover a kind of cognitive 
bearing: if being is always something created, if the world is a projection 
_or effectuation of the will to power, then the arts, insofar as they present 
themselves overtly as creations, are the most transparent mode of the pro- 
jective activity. Whence a paradoxical resurgence of Art. To be sure, Art 
does not teach us anything about being in its ultimate truth, because there 
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is no ultimate being; on the other hand it shows us how worlds are born: 
through man’s creative, projective activity. Therefore to understand Art is 
to understand the will to power, because it is in Art that the will to power 
embodies itself in its absolute transparency. In other words, Art once again 
becomes the organon of philosophy, since it reveals the structure of the 
world as a fiction. 

Thus the work of art is the transparent emblem of the creative activity 
of the cosmic will to power: “The work of art, when it appears without an 
artist, for example as body, as organization. . . . The world as work of art 
engendering itself.”"©' The work of art’s mode of being is the mode of being 
of the universe, that is the mode of being of every being. Artistic activity in 
the strict sense of the term is only one of the forms of cosmic poiesis: life 
itself is “the fundamental artistic phenomenon.” 

In the framework of these views Nietzsche develops the thesis that 
human art develops in three stages: first there is the hermit, the man who 
shapes his own life; then comes the artist in the strict sense of the term, 
who creates artifacts; finally comes the “philosophical artist,”©3 whose 
vocation is to shape future humanity. This third stage implies in fact a 
reactivation of the historical-social utopia of the speculative theory of Art: 
the social domain is supposed to be the field of creative activity par excel- 
lence. At least that is what is affirmed by a fragment that—retrospec- 
tively—sends a chill down our backs: “Henceforth the initial conditions 
will be favorable to the formation of vaster organisms of domination, such 
as have heretofore never existed. And that is still not the most important 
thing; it has become possible for international eugenic societies to appear 
that would take as their task the raising of a race of masters, the future 
‘masters of the earth’—a new and prodigious aristocracy, founded on the 
most severe self-legislation, in which the will of violent men endowed with 
philosophical sense and of artist-tyrants will endure for thousands of 
years: a type of superior men who, by virtue of the dominance of their will, 
their knowledge, their wealth and their influence, will use democratic Eu- 
rope as their most docile and most supple instrument for taking into their 
hands the destinies of the earth, in order to work as artists to shape ‘the 
man himself.” ”!64 Whereas according to the utopianism of The Birth of 
Tragedy the artistic revolution was to overthrow the social and political 
situation, now the political field itself becomes the site of a specific artistic 
activity.'65 

But the work of art is not only the exemplifying revelation of the fic- 
tional, interpretive structure of reality; it also reveals the inner functioning 
of cognitive activity, insofar as the latter is merely a fictionalizing activity 
that is not aware of itself: instead of praising the truth we ought to praise 
the “strength of construction, of simplification, of formation, of inven- 
tion.” The will to truth is only a form of the will to create, it is the 
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“formative will,” because “We can understand no world other than the 
one we have ourselves made. "97 The world is our creation: “In a certain 
sense, man projects his drive to truth, his ‘goal,’ outside himself as a being 
world, or a metaphysical world, a ‘thing-in-itself,’ or already existing 
world. His need as a creator invents in advance the world on which he is 
working, anticipates it. His anticipation (‘this belief’ in truth) is his 
support. ”!68 

Within the framework of a worldview that is certainly very different, 
Nietzsche thus rediscovers the most radical conceptions of the speculative 
theory of Art, the ones defended by Novalis and the young Friedrich Sch- 
legel. The idea that the universe is a work of art, the assertion that we 
know only what we make, the aestheticization of politics, the conception 
of artistic activity as a model of cognitive activity—these theses had al- 
ready been formulated, often in terms very close to Nietzsche’s, by the 
Jena romantics. This rebirth is paradoxical, since the notion of truth, 
which is so central in the speculative theory of Art, is abandoned and 
replaced by the idea that reality is a fictionalizing creation. Moreover, con- 
trary to the romantics, Nietzsche emphasizes the hermeneutic content of 
Art less than the activity that gives rise to it: the content of the presentation 
matters less than the presenting activity, and more precisely the strength, 
the power, that are asserted through it. The question of truth as content is 
thus essentially voided. But for the romantics as well, the profound truth 
of the work of art was ultimately irreducible to its representational con- 
tent: the work of art is speculative not only because it reproduces ultimate 
truths but also and especially because it creates worlds, and in that way its 
mode of being is an extension of the mode of being of the universe. More- 
over, while Nietzsche rejects truth-as-correspondence, the question of 
truthfulness, as we have seen, remains pertinent: in Art the will to power 
accedes to a very special authenticity and transparency. Now, for the Jena 
romantics, as their thesis regarding the intransitive nature of the work of 
art shows, the truth of the work is no longer assertive, but resides rather in 
the authenticity of its internal structuration, that is, in its own cosmic 
nature, in the fact that in it the universal creative principle manifests itself 
overtly. 

The incompatibility between the romantics’ idealist ontology and 
Nietzsche’s worldview nonetheless remains fundamental. Thus the au- 
thenticity envisaged is not the same in the two cases: on one hand, the 
manifestation of the infinite and theological-metaphysical One and All; on 
the other, the mobilization of the will to power as physical and physiologi- 
cal strength. Whereas romanticism elevated aesthetics toward theology, 
Nietzsche wants to reduce it to physiology: “The aspiration to art and 
beauty is an indirect aspiration to the ecstasies of the sexual instinct that 
transmits them to the cerebrum.” But as Eugen Fink points out, this 


236 CHAPTER FOUR 


physiology in turn is only “a theology without God . . . that justifies exis- 
tence as an aesthetic phenomenon, that sees in the brilliance of the beauti- 
ful the felicity of the world, that is, the artist’s religion of the playful God, 
Dionysus. "e 


CHAPTER 5 


Art as the Thought of Being (Heidegger) 


D. THE Heideggerian conception of Art mark a break with respect to 
the speculative tradition of Art? The Origin of the Work of Art (1935-30 )' 
is the only text in which Heidegger deals with art as such. His other studies 
in the domain of aesthetics bear on specific arts, that is, with few excep- 
tions,? on poetry: thus his discussions of Hölderlin in Commentaries on 
Hölderlin’s Poetry3 remain indispensable for clarifying and concretizing 
our comprehension of the theses developed in The Origin of the Work of 
Art. 

By taking The Origin of the Work of Art as my central reference point, 
I bracket the question of the later evolution of Heidegger’s thought. But 
this fact, which would surely skew the analysis if its object were the overall 
philosophy of the author of Being and Time, is unimportant from the 
point of view that interests me here: the evolution of Heidegger’s discourse 
over the years hardly affects the status accorded to Art. At most one can 
note that the program of a dialogue between thought and poetry is realized 
in the most radical manner in the texts of the 1950s, for example the first 
studies in Commentaries on Holderlin’s Poetry. This gradual “poetizing” 
of his own discourse only brings Heidegger closer to the romantic ideal of 
the poet-thinker (dichtender Denker).4 This amounts to saying that from 
the point of view of the speculative theory of Art, the later development 
only reinforces the leading schema set in place in The Origin of the Work 
of Art. 

On the other hand, it is indispensable to recall briefly the conception of 
art found in texts that preceded The Origin of the Work of Art, and more 
specifically in Being and Time.5 In fact, the first thing one notices when 
one comes from the later texts is how small a role art plays in Heidegger’s 
first book. Nevertheless, the pertinent passages—which all concern po- 
etry—are interesting, for in the light of a more attentive reading they seem 
to maintain two different conceptions. 

According to the first conception, poetry is an ex-plication that is pre- 
ontological (that is, naive and spontaneous) of Being, and for that very 
reason a pre-ontological “self-ex-plication” of Dasein (and thus of man). 
As such, it is lumped together with philosophical psychology, anthropol- 
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ogy, ethics, “politics,” biography, and history—all discourses whose ob- 
ject is the behavior, faculties, strengths, possibilities, and destinies of 
Dasein.7 Their philosophical function is to serve as documents (Zeugnisse) 
that philosophy brings into the framework of the existential analytic. 
Their role is twofold: they show that existential interpretation is not an 
invention (Erfindung) of the philosopher but rather a construction 
grounded in Dasein’s spontaneous self-explication; hence philosophical 
interpretation becomes the site of their essential revelation.® It is thus phi- 
losophical discourse that articulates what the literary work “really” 
means, by translating it into the appropriate philosophical categories. Po- 
etry therefore has no privileged position among Dasein’s various self-ex- 
plications; moreover, poetic discourse is unaware of its own truth: only 
philosophical interpretation can reveal it. Such a conception of interpreta- 
tion obviously presupposes that a poetic text always means something 
other than what it explicitly says; here we rediscover the romantic move 
that postulates the allegorical or symbolic nature of poetry. While the type 
of interpretation Heidegger defends is of romantic origin, the status he 
accords poetry is still situated beyond the horizon of the speculative theory 
of Art, since it denies poetry any autonomous capacity for ontological 
revelation. 

In competition with this first conception we find the idea that poetry 
itself can have existential worth, and that it can be, like philosophical 
discourse, an ontological interpretation in the full sense of the term. That 
at least is how I read a passage in § 34 that deals with language as a 
fundamental existential category. “The communication of the existential 
possibilities of availability (Befindlichkeit), that is, the discovery of exis- 
tence, can be the end sought by speech that ‘says as a poem.’ ”9 Now if the 
communication (Mitteilung) of Dasein’s existential possibilities can be the 
proper goal of poetry, its status coincides with that of philosophy. In fact, 
unlike existentiel determinations, existential determinations belong to the 
domain of fundamental ontology, and more precisely to that of the ana- 
lytic of Dasein.'© To be sure, Being and Time offers us no hint concerning 
the possible nature of this gnoseological relationship between poetry and 
fundamental ontology. But it is nonetheless a conception that already be- 
longs to the speculative theory of Art. 

To characterize briefly the position Heidegger develops in The Origin of 
the Work of Art, one can say that in it he abandoned the first conception in 
favor of the second: the object of this text will in fact be the analysis of the 
essence of the work of art as an existential category (even if Heidegger 
abandons the vocabulary of existential analysis and of fundamental ontol- 
ogy). In other words, we find ourselves wholly within the tradition of the 
speculative theory of Art. And more precisely, we witness a rebirth of the 
romantic theory of Art. To be sure, the question of the relationship be- 
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tween poetry and philosophical discourse is taken up only incidentally in 
The Origin of the Work of Art, but we already find outlined in this work the 
conception of a dialogue between thought and poetry that was to occupy . 
a preeminent place in the texts devoted directly or indirectly to poetry. 
Heidegger thus follows in the opposite direction the path that had led from 
Jena romanticism to Hegelianism: starting out from a conception that sees 
in art material for philosophical reflection, he ends up at the romantic 
thesis of a parallel development of both of them. But in doing so he also 
reproduces the constitutive aporia of Jena theory: if Art and thought say 
the Same (das Gleiche), this fact cannot be the object of an assertion on 
the part of thought, for the latter would then say more than Art. Now, it is 
in fact thought that says it: as in Jena romanticism, it is a matter of a 
dialogue delimited by a previous philosophical decision, the one that pre- 
determines Art as an ontological discourse. 


HEIDEGGER AND ROMANTICISM 


Heidegger’s general philosophy obviously does not share romanticism’s 
positions, which are those of early German idealist philosophy. One could 
even say that much of his reflection is devoted to the attempt to distinguish 
himself from this philosophical horizon, in which he sees the fulfillment of 
the terminal phase of Western metaphysics (the phase inaugurated by 
Descartes and Leibniz). This terminal phase is supposed to be erected on 
the doctrine of subjectivity conceived as the foundation of the truth of 
beings, in which respect it constitutes the ultimate and extreme stage in the 
neglect of being and of ontological difference, a neglect that defines meta- 
physics as such. With respect to this tradition, Heidegger conceives his 
own thought as being a sort of return to the buried origin: he wants to 
recover—without relying on the constructions of metaphysics—the 
thought of Being that makes them possible just as they neglect it. 

It is therefore important to discuss briefly the points of disagreement 
between Heidegger’s philosophy and romantic metaphysics; the undenia- 
ble continuity in the domain of the theory of Art will only appear the more 
clearly. 

The simplest way to begin is with the dichotomy between metaphysics 
and what Heidegger calls “the thought of Being.” Metaphysics, whose his- 
tory coincides with that of the West, is the age of the forgetting of Being 3 
its birth signals the confusion of being (Seiendes) and Being (Sein), and 
hence the forgetting of the ontological difference between what is and the 
“fact” that there is anything at all. From ancient Greece onward, meta- 
physics has confused the analysis of present beings with the question of 
presence as an event. To the question: “Why is there something rather 
than nothing?” it replies by seeking a supreme being, a causa sui that 
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would constitute the foundation of all other beings at the same time that 
it would be the being that most is: God. Or else it seeks to define what 
determines the Being of beings, that is, the universal condition that makes 
a being a being: Platonic ideas, Kantian categories, etc. In both cases, it 
forgets to ask the originary question concerning the “there is” as an abso- 
lute event situated before any causal determination or general definition. 
However, it is this event of Being that makes possible all questions con- 
cerning beings, even if it is forgotten: “It [metaphysics] thinks Being as a 
being. Wherever it is asked what Being is. Being as such remains in view. 
Metaphysical representation owes this view to the light of Being. Light, 
that is, what such a thought experiences as light, itself no longer enters 
into the view of this thought.”” 

But Heidegger goes further: the forgetting of Being is not fortuitous or 
due to a lack of intelligence: it is part of the fate of Being, part of its 
Geschick. If the history of metaphysics is a history of the forgetting of 
Being, this is not an error that has to be corrected. but a fate that has to be 
thought. and that one can now think because metaphysics is coming to an 
end. Since for Heidegger the history of metaphysics comcides with the 
history of the West, the fate of the West is the fate of metaphysics. The 
latter “dominates” the succession of different periods and gives to each of 
them its leading principles: “In the course of Metaphysics a meditation on 
the essence of being is carried out. at the same time as the mode of truth’s 
happening is decided in a determining manner. Metaphysics also founds 
an era, giving it. through a determinate interpretation of being and a de- 
terminate acceptation of truth. the principle of its essential configuration. 
This principle governs entirely all the characteristic phenomena of that 
era. '3 To each historical configuration of metaphysics corresponds a spe- 
cific configuration of the forgetting of Being. In conformity with tradi- 
tional historiography, Heidegger distinguishes three eras: antiquity, the 
Middle Ages, and modern times. This tripartite distinction is oriented di- 
rectionally, since it rests on the idea that the forgetting of Being becomes 
graver from one period to the next: modern times are the period of su- 
preme distress. but for that very reason they may announce a decisive 
reversal. The possibility of this reversal indicates that in reality the triad 
has a double supplement, a sort of ante-historical and post-historical 
aura: on one hand, pre-Socratie thought as originary thought: on the 
other, post-metaphysical thought that rejoins the originary thought by 
passing through the historical density of metaphysics. 

The least that can be said is that—abstracting from the hegemonic role 
accorded to metaphysics—this schema is not new. since it governs the 
whole of historicist thought since the romantics at least. Thus it seems to 
me that it would be a mistake to contrast Heidegger with historicism: 
while it is true that he rejects the idea of determinism (because it seems to 
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him to be dominated by the metaphysical notion of the principle of rea- 
son) in favor of a conception of fate, the latter nonetheless takes on other 
essential traits of historicism, such as messianic pathos, the prominence 
accorded the contemporary period as the decisive one, the idea of a struc- 
turation of periods according to unifying principles, the postulate of a 
meaning underlying the series of different periods, and especially the fun- 
damental presupposition that historical facts have to be related to an un- 
derlying, hidden logic. Basing himself on this last presupposition, which 
seems to me to lie at the heart of historicism, Heidegger distinguishes, as 
had Hegel before him, between a superficial historicity and deep history, 
what he calls historicality. Moreover, the conception of fate is even more 
fatalist than the determinist conception, since for a causality that remains 
at least apprehensible it substitutes an “event” that is both indeterminate 
and inevitable. 

Here I shall discuss only the modern period, since romantic philosophy 
is situated within this framework, and Heidegger simply identifies roman- 
tic philosophy with absolute idealism,“ and hence with the result of the 
metaphysics of modern times. This metaphysics locates the Being of be- 
ings in representation (perceptio, idea, judgment, etc.) and defines truth 
as subjective certainty. It has a double ancestry: in Descartes the subject is 
made the foundation of truth, the latter’s criterion being the certainty that 
accompanies the representation; in Leibniz being as representation is or- 
ganized according to the principle of sufficient reason. From this time on 
only what can be grounded in the certitude of an equivalence and can 
“explain,” that is, be inserted into a causal chain, is accepted as being. 
Being is what is representable and calculable: “Being in its totality . . . is 
taken in such a way that it is truly and simply being only to the extent that 
it is fixed by man in representation and production. " The promotion of 
Dasein to a subject goes along with the constitution of beings as objects: 
the subject-character of Dasein dominates the objectivity of the “World” 
and “Nature.” The metaphysics of modern times is thus that of the chal- 
lenging of beings (including man): its essence is technology, whose most 
striking aspect is science. 

Of the consequences entailed by this general characterization, I shall 
examine only one, which touches directly upon our subject: the birth of 
aesthetics. This birth results from the conjunction of the dualism of the 
representing subject and the represented object (typical of modern meta- 
physics) with the dichotomy (as old as Western metaphysics) between the 
sensuous and the rational, between the aistheton and the noeton.’© This 
opposition between what is given and what manifests itself through the 
given is formulated by romantic philosophy with the help of the concepts 
of symbol and allegory: in the work of art, appearance becomes the sign of 
a spiritual truth. But in conformity with its historical determination, ro- 
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manticism conceives this dichotomy within the framework of a metaphys- 
ics of representation: it is the imagination as a productive faculty of the 
representing subject that posits the work as symbol, informs its matter, 
gives a morphe to the hyle. The work of art is thus the expression of the 
artistic will of the representing subject. Since the Being of beings resides in 
their representation, the work of art, by expressing the subject, also repre- 
sents this being. 

Aesthetics thus conceives the work of art as proceeding from the artistic 
subject’s autonomous creative activity. On the side of the reception of the 
work we find the corresponding notions of “experience” (Erlebnis) and 
“culture” (Kultur). The receiving subject posits the work as an enrichment 
of his representation, of his Weltbild, and brings together (versammeln) 
the whole of the works of the past as so many objects forming the circle of 
culture available to him. Thus aesthetics reduces the work of art to the 
status of an object at the disposition of the creative subject and the receiv- 
ing subject. 

This critical attitude in no way prevents Heidegger’s work from being 
permeated by the romantic doxa:” it is found not only in the field of his 
theory of art but also in his general philosophical orientation, with its 
explicit or implicit valorizations. Its most prominent and most massive 
manifestation is certainly a deep cultural pessimism. It is accompanied by 
a rejection, often bitter and even scornful, of modernity in its social, polit- 
ical, scientific, etc. aspects. This attitude emerges particularly in his defi- 
nition of modern times as a period of the supreme forgetfulness of Being, 
as the time of the greatest danger (Zeit der höchsten Gefahr), and thus as 
a period presaging a decisive reversal of which Heidegger’s work claims to 
be both the decoding and the Vor-blick, the announcement. The triadic 
historical schema we have encountered obviously must be situated in the 
framework of this cultural pessimism, whose obligatory pendants are the 
exaltation of the origin and the announcement of a decisive upheaval. 

Under the rubric of cultural pessimism we find several interrelated 
themes: 

a) The theme of inauthenticity, a Heideggerian variant of the theory of 
alienation. It plays a strategic role in the definition of Art as an event of 
truth and an ecstatic mode of being: Art causes us to move beyond inau- 
thenticity. However, at the same time Heidegger maintains that in order to 
have access to Art, we must already have somehow abandoned the inau- 
thentic mode of being. Thus he complains (in his 1934-35 seminar) that 
“our Dasein is mired in the banality of an everyday life that completely 
excludes it from the sphere of the power of art.” 

b) The theme of the violation of nature, of its exploitation by technol- 
ogy. Heidegger’s comments on this subject become increasingly apocalyp- 
tic, especially after the Second World War. It does not seem to me a matter 
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of indifference that he sees the emblem of this in the nuclear threat, rather 
than in the Nazi or Stalinist death camps (which he could nonetheless have 
easily related to his thesis of the challenging of man). In any case, the | 
romantic legacy is clear, since the depreciation of science, and even its 
rejection in the name of the mysteries of physis, is undeniably a romantic 
theme. It suffices to recall Goethe’s polemics against Newtonian mathe- 
matical and experimental physics and his arguments in favor of a new 
contemplative physics. To be sure, Heidegger, remembering these polem- 
ics, asserts that Goethe did not at all succeed in moving beyond the hori- 
zon of subjectivist metaphysics, which his criticisms could therefore not 
really affect.19 This is one example among many of the small but decisive 
difference he assiduously cultivates: it cannot cause us to forget that in this 
case his own condemnation of science as a “denaturing”*° power is gov- 
erned by exactly the same ethical reflex as the one that guided Goethe. 

c) The theme of science as an inferior form of knowledge (as compared 
with philosophy). For Heidegger, science is merely the theoretical side of 
technological challenging. It is therefore subject, in its very possibility, to 
the historical principle of subjectivist metaphysics: it can never challenge 
it, because it feeds upon it. A fortiori, it cannot enter into dialogue with the 
thought of being: science does not think.” This devalorization also affects 
the so-called human sciences; thus the dialogue between thought and po- 
etry is sheltered from the outset from any interference with the history of 
art or philology. 

d) The theme of the decadence of language (Sprachverfall), the bogey 
of the speculative theory of poetry; in Heidegger, the thesis is reformulated 
within the framework of inauthenticity and the forgetting of being. 
Whereas in Being and Time the decadence of language is connected with 
the inauthenticity of everyday life (the realm of the “They”), the later 
writings situate it in a historical perspective: language falls to the status of 
a means of communication; in other words, the Sprachverfall becomes one 
of the powers of technological challenging: “The decadence of language, of 
which there has been so much talk recently, and very tardily, is never- 
theless not the reason, but already a consequence of the process in which 
language, in the grip of the modern metaphysics of subjectivity, goes al- 
most irresistibly beyond its element. ”?? 

e) The hypostasis of the origin,?3 which is the other side of the cultural 
pessimism. In The Origin of the Work of Art, the origin is presented as a 
threefold foundation, a Stiftung: the foundation of the work of art is an 
“origin” (Ursprung) that is unfounded, neither explicable nor deducible 
from preexisting beings, and in this sense it is a gift (Schenkung); it is thus 
the seminal beginning (Anfang) of a historical period or of a “historical 
humanity” and in this sense it is a foundation (Grund): finally, it is a leap 
forward (Sprung) beyond everything the historical period keeps in reserve. 
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Speaking of the thought of the origin amounts to speaking of the 
thought of unity. But we have to distinguish between numerical unity 
(there is always one historical principle) and unity as totalization (the 
principle unifies a whole period and organizes it in all its manifestations). 
In these two aspects, the thought of unity subordinates the diversity of 
empirical temporality in its dispersion: the theory of the threefold origin 
not only guarantees the dictatorial permanence of the same principle 
throughout the historical period it governs, but also its legibility, its trans- 
parency (for the authentic thinker or authentic poet), from the first mo- 
ment onward. 

Such a conception of unity comes down in fact to choosing, among the 
multiplicity of historical phenomena, paradigms that are supposed to 
unify them: every period thus has its adequate paradigm, which can only 
be—and this is not surprising—a philosophical concept. This is the para- 
digm that legitimates the translation of history (Historie), that is, the 
whole of the phenomena of the empirical historical tradition, into history 
(Geschichte): a translation that “reveals” that Geschichte is fundamen- 
tally the history of thought, and thus in the case of the West, the history of 
metaphysics.”4 

However, this statement requires qualification: The Origin of the Work 
of Art still acknowledges that there are other privileged representatives on 
the side of thought, other beings in which “the openness takes its stand 
and attains its constancy.”*5 Heidegger in fact distinguishes five essential 
ways in which the truth can come about: the thinker’s questioning; the 
work of art; the foundation of a state; “the proximity of what is no longer 
simply a being, but the most being in the being,” that is, religion; and 
finally, essential sacrifice.2° This does not really contradict the earlier 
analyses: we have to distinguish between the possibilities of instituting the 
truth as such (which are in fact five in number) and the foundation of an 
“epochal” truth. Now, metaphysical concepts are always epochal and de- 
termine only the history of metaphysics, that is, the “super-epoch” char- 
acterized by the forgetting of Being. Within these limits all other forms of 
the happening of truth are subjected in some way to the “law” of meta- 
physics, even if as authentic modes of the happening of truth their source 
ultimately escapes it. Here we must recall the distinction between the con- 
cealment (Verbergung) and the dissimulation (Verstellung) of truth. To be 
sure, truth is never “whole,” because the opening of Being is always also 
its concealment (Verbergung); but what constitutes the specificity of the 
concealment of Being in the epoch of metaphysics is dissimulation (Ver- 
stellung). In other words, the “epochal” truth, as a going astray, always 
dissimulates the truth of Being as it comes about in the five essential ways 
Heidegger distinguishes. 


In fact, this conception of epochal principles also raises problems for 
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Heidegger’s theory of Art. If metaphysical principles determine all the 
phenomena of a period, they should also determine Art. Hence, insofar as 
metaphysics is a dissimulation of Being, it must also make impossible any 
foundation of artistic truth in the periods it governs. In any case, a passage 
in The Origin of the Work of Art asserts that there is a close connection 
between artistic foundation and metaphysical principles: “Always when 
that which is as a whole demands, as what is, itself, a grounding in open- 
ness, art attains to its historical nature as foundation. This foundation 
happened in the West for the first time in Greece. What was in the future 
to be called Being was set into work, setting the standard. The realm of 
beings thus opened up was then transformed into a being in the sense of 
God’s creation. This happened in the Middle Ages. This kind of being was 
again transformed at the beginning and in the course of the modern age. 
Beings became objects that could be controlled and seen through by calcu- 
lation. At each time a new and essential world arose. At each time the 
openness of what is had to be established in beings themselves, by the 
fixing in place of truth in figure. At each time there happened uncon- 
cealedness of what is. Unconcealedness sets itself into work, a setting 
which is accomplished by art.”?? The passage seems clear: the happening 
of truth in Art comes about in accord with the modalities of the metaphys- 
ical historicality of the period it opens. Art must thus always participate 
in the specific dissimulation of a given metaphysical epoch. And yet, in 
his famous analysis of a pair of peasant shoes painted by Van Gogh, 
Heidegger asserts that this picture expresses a truth that escapes the meta- 
physical horizon, since it is supposed to reveal “the equipmental being of 
equipment” in its nonmetaphysical truth. Now, the nineteenth century is 
entirely governed by modern metaphysics, the final stage in the forgetful- 
ness of being: how can Van Gogh’s picture escape the “law” of that forget- 
fulness? It is hard to see how the two perspectives, that of the metaphysical 
Verstellung and that of artistic truth, can both be maintained. 

Heidegger uses the thesis of the hegemony of metaphysical principles as 
a weapon against all the enterprises he considers to be possible “rivals” to 
his “questioning,” essentially science, and to a lesser extent, theology. 
Conversely, the thesis of the nonmetaphysical truth revealed by the work 
of art is foregrounded when he wants to establish a dialogue between the 
thinker’s “questioning” and Art. The texts that develop his version of 
speculative theory of Art belong chiefly to the second perspective, but he 
is not always willing to give up the advantages of the first. Thus when he 
analyzes Rilke’s poems, he finds them only partially satisfactory; immedi- 
ately the thesis of metaphysical determination rises up from his poetic 
utterance, and this thesis is supposed to legitimate the discords between 
the poetic “propositions” of the author of the Duino Elegies and the theo- 
ries of the thinker of Being. Conversely, the “appropriation”?® of Van 
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Gogh’s painting, which is supposed to reveal the truth of being-produced, 
makes no reference to any metaphysical determination of this truth: and 
for good reason, since the painting is supposed to show what the thinker 
of Being thinks, and therefore a truth that escapes metaphysical determi- 
nations. The position occupied by Holderlin is clearly the most revealing: 
according to Heidegger, his poetic enterprise certainly sets out from abso- 
lute idealism, but in his later work—to which the philosopher devotes his 
full attention—he “leaps” beyond this metaphysical horizon toward the 
poiesis, the Dichtung of Being. Therefore he is supposed to be the privi- 
leged interlocutor of the thinker who finds himself in a related situation, 
since he thinks the beyond-metaphysics on the basis of its end (and, in 
both cases, through a return to Greek origins). 

The determination of Art as absolute origin is resolutely situated in this 
perspective of the foundation of an essential truth escaping metaphysical 
historicality. As soon as the work of art is conceived solely as a particular 
historical origin (that is, the origin of a given epoch), its status becomes 
ambiguous: Art might fall to the status of art. To be sure, it retains a 
privileged role, since it constitutes a historical beginning: “Whenever art 
happens—that is, whenever there is a beginning—a thrust enters history, 
history either begins or starts over again.”?9 But the birth of a new meta- 
physical principle is also a historical thrust and nothing guarantees that in 
opening the world of a given epoch, art escapes the metaphysical conceal- 
ment that characterizes that epoch. It is thus solely in the form of an abso- 
lute origin that art is Art, that is, a nondissimulating revelation of Being. 


Art AND TRUTH or BEING 


Heidegger develops his conception of the work of art in the framework of 
a distinction between the thing (Ding), equipment (Zeug), and the work 
(Werk). He states that it is essential to free these terms from metaphysical 
conceptions that make impossible any genuine apprehension of their re- 
spective essences. Metaphysics conceives the thing and the work in accord 
with the paradigm of equipment: it misunderstands their own natures. lt 
thus arrives at a faulty apprehension of the being-equipment of equip- 
ment. Three pairs of metaphysical determinations are responsible for this 
double misunderstanding: the distinction between hypokeimenon and 
symbebekos (which will lead, in its Latin translation, to substantia and 
accidens), the one between aistheton and noeton (which we have already 
encountered), that is, between Aylé on one hand and eidos and morphe on 
the other (thus the distinction between matter and form-figure). This last 
pair proceeds directly from the metaphysical determination of being- 
equipment, and it is this pair that Heidegger's discussion privileges, even 
though the two others are never entirely lost from view. 
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These metaphysical determinations prevent us from seeing the essential 
and differential characteristics of the three fields grasped in their specific 
truths: “This long-familiar mode of thought preconceives all immediate 
experience of beings. The preconception intercepts?° reflection on the- 
being of any given entity. Thus it comes about that prevailing thing- 
concepts obstruct the way toward the thingly character of the thing as well 
as toward the equipmental character of equipment, and all the more to- 
ward the workly character of the work.”3! 

The Heideggerian triad does not function as an opposition among terms 
that are mutually exclusive. Each one participates in the two others in one 
of its aspects, while at the same time distinguishing itself form it in its 
specific configuration: 


A piece of equipment, a pair of shoes for instance, when finished, is also 
self-contained like the mere thing, but it does not have the character of hav- 
ing taken shape by itself like the granite boulder. On the other hand, equip- 
ment displays an affinity with the art work insofar as it is something produced 
by the human hand. However, by its self-sufficient presence the work of art 
is similar rather to the mere thing which has taken shape by itself and is 
self-contained (dem eigengewtichsigen und zu nichts gedrangten blossen 
Ding). Nevertheless we do not count such works among mere things. .. . 
Thus the piece of equipment is half thing, because characterized by thingli- 
ness, and yet it is something more; at the same time it is half art work and yet 
something less, because lacking the self-sufficiency of the art work. Equip- 
ment has a peculiar position intermediate between thing and work, assuming 
that such a calculated ordering of them is permissible.3? 


Thus the piece of equipment is supposed to constitute the median term 
between the thing and the work. But in a more fundamental sense, the true 
central term [rather than a median term of a “calculated ordering,” an 
ordering that—as the adjective verrechnend (“calculating”) indicates— 
comes from the metaphysical horizon] is indeed the work of art. The me- 
dian term according to the metaphysical is not the central term according 
to the thought of Being: the work blurs the calculated ordering. 

Let us try to describe more precisely the privileged place occupied by 
the work of art: it is a place that has the ability to reveal Being, to name the 
Being of beings. To put this in the Heideggerian vocabulary: the being- 
work brings about the truth of the Being of beings, including its own. 
Through a circular procedure Heidegger arrives at the central thesis of the 
speculative theory. He begins by saying that to understand the being-work 
of this being that is the work, as to understand the being-thing of the thing 
or being-equipment of equipment, we must first think the Being of the 
being; “What matters is a first opening of our vision to the fact that what 
is workly in the work, equipmental in the equipment, and thingly in the 
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thing comes closer to us only when we think the Being of beings.”33 But the 
analysis undertaken in the second part of The Origin of the Work of Art 
shows that this thought of Being is itself possible only within the horizon 
of the work of art, since only the work of art makes the piece of equipment 
appear in its truth, so that it is only in it that the thinker can discover this 
truth. We must therefore read the passage on Van Gogh, which precedes 
the imperative to think the Being of beings, in order to accede to the Being 
of the work, as a sort of premonition or Vorwegnahme of what will be 
developed in greater detail in the second part, namely the idea that it is in 
reality the work of art that founds the truth of the being and thus makes 
it possible to think the Being of the being. 

The passage on Van Gogh’s painting reproduces the circular movement 
that guides the general procedure, and is worth analyzing in detail. Hei- 
degger introduces the picture after having demonstrated the inability of 
various metaphysical concepts to think the being-equipment of the piece 
of equipment, etc. In view of this failure of metaphysics, he proposes to 
approach the problem from a phenomenological perspective (even if he 
does not use the term, that is what it amounts to), that is, to try to describe 
the equipmentality of equipment by taking as an example (Beispiel) “a 
common sort of equipment—a pair of peasant shoes. We do not even need 
to exhibit actual pieces of this sort of useful article in order to describe 
them. Everyone is acquainted with them. But since it is a matter here of 
direct description, it may be well to facilitate the visual realization (Veran- 
schaulichung)35 of them. For this purpose a pictorial representation suf- 
fices. We shall choose a well-known painting by Van Gogh, who painted 
such shoes several times.”3° 

At first it seems this picture can tell us nothing we don’t already know: 
it is a representation of a pair of peasant’s shoes, or rather of a peasant 
woman's shoes,37 and thus of a piece of equipment defined by its use. But 
the reversal is not long delayed: “And yet . . . ” (Und dennoch). This rhe- 
torical signal introduces the Heideggerian “reading” of the picture, which 
is already oriented in advance, it must be emphasized, by the identifica- 
tion of the shoes as those of a peasant woman. This reading is well-known: 
the picture reveals to us the equipmental being of the equipment as 
stretched-out between the earth to which it belongs and the world of the 
peasant woman that shelters it: “From out of this protected belonging the 
equipment itself rises to its resting-within-itself.”3° This repose is that of 
reliability (Verlasslichkeit), a term that expresses “the abundance of an 
essential being of the equipment”: “By virtue of this reliability the peasant 
woman is made privy to the silent call of the earth; by virtue of the reliabil- 
ity of the equipment she is sure of her world (ist sie ihrer Welt gewiss). 
World and earth exist for her, and for those who are with her in her mode 
of being, only thus—in the equipment. We say ‘only’ and therewith fall 
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into error; for the reliability of the equipment first gives to the simple 
world its security and assures to the earth the freedom of its steady 
thrust. ”39 . 

Thus Van Gogh’s painting reveals to us that the essential being of 
equipment is not to be found in its mere usefulness alone, a usefulness that 
“awakens the impression that the origin of equipment lies in a mere fabri- 
cating that impresses a form upon some matter, "ap but in its reliability, its 
Verlasslichkeit. But how has this truth been discovered? 


Not by a description and explanation of a pair of shoes actually present; not 
by a report about the process of making shoes; and also not by the observa- 
tion of the actual use of shoes occurring here and there; but only by bringing 
ourselves before Van Gogh’s painting. This painting spoke. In the vicinity of 
the work of art we were suddenly somewhere else than we usually tend to be. 

The art work let us know what shoes are in truth. It would be the worst 
self-deception to think that our description, as a subjective action, had first 
depicted everything thus and then projected it into the painting. If anything 
is questionable here, it is rather that we experienced too little in the neighbor- 
hood of the work and that we expressed the experience too crudely and too 
literally. But above all, the work did not, as it might seem at first, serve merely 
for a better visualizing of what a piece of equipment is. Rather, the equipmen- 
tality of equipment first genuinely arrives at its appearance through the work 
and only in the work 3 


I have cited this passage at length because it illustrates some of the most 
debatable aspects of Heidegger’s procedure. Let us recall that we started 
out from the use of Van Gogh’s picture as a pictorial representation that 
was supposed to simplify the intuitive presentation of a pair of shoes. The 
latter in turn were supposed to serve as a basis for a phenomenological 
description of the equipmentality of the piece of equipment. Now, in this 
initial stage a certain number of implicit identifications and shifts occur. 
Thus it is decided at the outset that Van Gogh’s painting can represent 
only a peasant’s shoes. From this we move without the slightest justifica- 
tion to a peasant woman’s shoes. Thus before the reading of the picture 
begins, Heidegger has already established in the most authoritarian way 
the denotative identifications that in all logic (but we know that logic be- 
longs to the metaphysical horizon . . .) should have been one of the things 
at stake in the description of the picture. In any case, before we’re done we 
find that far from being a simple illustration that is supposed to simplify 
the description, the work of art brings out the equipmental being of the 
piece of equipment: to be sure it reveals this being in accord with the 
modalities proper to the workly character of the work, but that is precisely 
the only mode, along with that of contemplative thought, in which the 
truth can reveal itself. 
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What is the basis for this reversal? Nothing other than an unargued 
decision whose textual sign is the ellipsis implied by: “And vet .. . ~ The 
reversal thus decreed is never related to the public characteristics of the 
work. that is. to characteristics that are also accessible outside the postu- 
lates of the thought of Being. This comes out clearly in the central passage 
of Heidegger s interpretation: 


From the dark opening of the worn insides of the shoes the toilsome tread of 
the worker stares forth. In the stiftly rugged heaviness of the shoes there is the 
accumulated tenacity of her slow trudge through the far-spreading and ever- 
uniform furrows of the field swept by a raw wind. On the leather lie the 
dampness and richness of the soil. Under the soles slides the loneliness of the 
field-path as evening falls. In the shoes vibrates the silent call of the earth. its 
quiet gift of the ripening grain and its unexplained self-refusal in the fallow 
desolation of the wintry field. The equipment is pervaded by uncomplaining 
anxiety as to the certainty of bread. the wordless joy of having once more 
withstood want. the trembling before the impending childbed and shivering 


at the surrounding menace of death.” 


Among the admirers of this reading (and thev are many) none seems to 
have noticed that while it presents us with particularly talkative shoes. the 
picture itself is practically mute: the reading has. in fact. hardly any 
grounding in the pictorial characteristics. The first sentence still has a 
minimal anchorage in the work. since it starts out from “the dark open- 
ing. a description in which the adjective does in fact refer to an observa- 
ble pictorial feature: but the interpretation of this darkness as revealing 
“the toilsome tread of the worker’ is an extrapolation possible only on the 
basis of the “a priori’ decree that has identified the shoes as a peasant 
woman s shoes. The same mechanism is at work in the second sentence: if 
“the stiffly rugged heaviness” of the shoes is a characterization that can be 
derived from the “look” of the painted shoes. one surely cannot say the 
same about the interpretation of this pictorial feature. namely the way in 
which it is grounded in “the accumulated tenacity of her slow trudge 
through the far-spreading and ever-uniform furrows of the field.” Starting 
with ger third sentence. the description becomes that of a visionary. or 
rather it constitutes a set of agreed-upon and inevitable elaborations that 
are no longer based in any way on the pictorial properties of the painting: 
they follow directly from the identification of the shoes as a peasant 
womans shoes and from Heideggers personal ideology (that is. from his 
belief in the existence of a peasant Lebenswelt and from his specific view 
of the latter). 

In reality, Van Gogh s painting functions only as an evanescent relay in 
an analysis whose functioning depends on the presupposition that the 
work is absolutely transparent. literally made to disappear by Heidegger's 
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interpretation. When he says, “This painting spoke,” he identifies the 
work with the voice of the oracle. But we know that the voice of the Pythia 
was in reality that of the priestess of the cult. When Heidegger says: “It 
would be the worst self-deception to think that our description, as a sub- 
jective action, had first depicted everything thus and then projected it into 
the painting,” he describes exactly what he has just done. 

Heidegger emphasizes that art never reveals the truth of a particular 
empirical being, but always the truth of the Being of that being and the 
truth of the world that is its horizon. Thus Van Gogh’s picture brings out 
the truth of the being “equipment,” and thus its Being, namely 
Verlasslichkeit. But at the same time it reveals the peasant woman’s world, 
that is, a particular field of the Being of the being. We must add that the 
artistic revelation of the Being of the being occurs on the basis of and with 
a view to Being and not in the perspective of beings, as is the case in the 
conceptualizations of metaphysics. Verlasslichkeit is not the essence of 
equipment (in the metaphysical sense of “universal substratum”), it is its 
mode of coming into the open, which as such is always concealed by open 
beings. We will encounter this characteristic again later on: the work of art 
is always the opening of a world, that is, its foundation. To be sure, artistic 
revelation, at least in the visual arts, has its own specificity: the happening 
of truth occurs in the mode of appearance, of Scheinen insofar as the clear- 
ing appears, shines, qua artistic beauty (das Kunstschone). The status of 
poetry is obviously more complex, and also more ambiguous: when he 
wants to distinguish Art from thought, Heidegger resorts to the theory of 
appearance, and then he uses the visual arts as the paradigm; when on the 
contrary he wants to stress the dialogue between Art and thought, he re- 
sorts to the theory of artistic saying and the paradigm of verbal art. This 
is a tactic that is not specifically Heideggerian, since we have already 
found it in Hegel, in a slightly different form. In any case, beyond their 
specificities, Art and thought are linked by a fundamental family relation- 
ship, since both of them are concerned not with particular beings, nor with 
beings in the numerical totality (what Schlegel called the extensive grasp 
of the One and All through a linear discursivity), nor with beingness in its 
generality, but with what founds Being as such—that is, the fact that they 
are situated in an ecstatic dimension: “Thus in the work it is truth, not 
only something true, that is at work. The picture that shows the peasant 
shoes, the poem that says the Roman fountain, do not just make manifest 
what this isolated Being as such is—if indeed they manifest anything at all; 
rather, they make unconcealedness as such happen in regard to what is as 
a whole. The more simply and authentically the shoes are engrossed in 
their nature, the more plainly and purely the fountain is engrossed in its 
nature—the more directly and engagingly do all beings attain to a greater 
degree of being along with them. That is how self-concealing being is illu- 
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minated.”43 Just as the essential thought is not the study of beings but 
rather meditation on the “there is,” that is, the event, the opening up of 
Being as such, the work of art does not represent a being (through draw- 
ing, speech, etc.) but is rather the setting into work of the clearing of 


Being. 


Art as HistoricaL FOUNDATION AND AS ECSTATIC DEVIATION 


Like Hegel, Heidegger connects Art indissolubly with history. Thus he 
maintains that Art is always united with the historical destiny of the period 
in which it emerged: 


The Aegina sculptures in the Munich collection, Sophocles’ Antigone in the 
best critical edition, are, as the works they are, torn out of their own native 
sphere. However high their quality and power of impression, however good 
their state of preservation, however certain their interpretation, placing them 
in a collection has withdrawn them from their own wurld. But even when we 
make an effort to cancel or avoid such displacement of works—when, for 
instance, we visit the temple in Paestum at its own site or the Bamberg cathe- 
dral on its own square—the world of the work that stands there has perished. 

Work withdrawal and world-decay can never be undone. The works them- 
selves are no longer the same as they once were. . . . The whole art industry, 
even if carried to the extreme and exercised in every way for the sake of works 
themselves, extends only to the object-being of the works. But this does not 
constitute their work being a 


However, Heidegger goes further: the historicity of Art is not limited to the 
fact that it is always connected with a given historical world, that is, that 
it is always contextually anchored (which no one denies); we have seen 
that its specificity lies instead in the fact that it has a foundational function 
with respect to this world. Saying that the work of art opens a world 
amounts to saying that it opens the historical destiny of a people. In this 
connection, Heidegger gives the example of the Greek temple: “It is the 
temple-work that first fits together and at the same time gathers around 
itself the unity of those paths and relations in which birth and death, dis- 
aster and blessing, victory and disgrace, endurance and decline acquire 
the shape of destiny for human being. The all-governing expanse of this 
open relational context is the world of this historical people. Only from 
and in this expanse does the nation first return to itself for the fulfillment 
of its vocation.”45 And a little farther on he adds: 


But men and animals, plants and things, are never present and familiar as 
unchangeable objects, only to represent incidentally also a fitting environ- 
ment for the temple, which one fine day is added to what is already there. We 
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shall get closer to what is, rather, if we think of all this in reverse order, 
assuming of course that we have, to begin with, an eye for how differently 
everything then faces us... . 

The temple, in its standing there, first gives to things their look and to men 
their outlook on themselves. This view remains open as long as the werk is a 
work, as long as the god has not fled from it.46 


I have already said that this thesis of the historical function of Art some- 
times seems difficult to reconcile with the thesis that Art has an ontological 
function. Thus, let us repeat, it is hard to see how Van Gogh’s painting can 
be endowed with a historical foundational function, since it was painted 
while its world was (if one accepts Heidegger’s claim that these are a peas- 
ant woman’s shoes) collapsing, being supplanted by technological chal- 
lenging. And it is probably not accidental that Heidegger’s analysis of it 
contains no reference to the historical function of Van Gogh’s work. 

We must therefore ask whether art as such has a historical foundational 
function, or whether this is a function that art can fulfill only in certain 
periods. Heidegger himself asks this question at the end of the Origin of 
the Work of Art and in the “Epilogue” he appended to it: can art still be a 
historical foundation for our age, or must we agree with Hegel, who saw in 
it a manifestation of absolute Spirit that has been transcended? This pas- 
sage shows that it is to artistic revelation as such that Heidegger accords 
a historical foundational function: in fact, when he asks himself the 
Hegelian question, he identifies it with the question as to whether art as 
such is not dying, which means that for him to question the historical 
function of art is to question its nature or its essence. Moreover, we en- 
counter the claim again, this time applied to poetry, in the seminar given 
in the winter of 1934-35: “the historical Dasein of peoples, their rise, their 
apogee, and their decline, arise from poetry, and ... so does authentic 
knowledge in the sense of philosophy; and both at the same time arise 
from the state’s actualization of the Dasein of a people qua people—poli- 
tics. This original, historical time of peoples is consequently the time of 
poets, of thinkers and founders of the state, that is, of those who in fact 
found and justify the historical existence of a people. They are the true 
creators.”47 In this passage, the absolute foundational value of poetry is 
clear: to be sure, the poet, the thinker, and the founder of the state are all 
three described as creators and founders of the historical existence of a 
people, but it remains nonetheless that poetry is absolutely primary, since 
it precedes the thinker and the latter precedes the founder of the state. 

There is nevertheless a close connection between the poet, the thinker, 
and historicity. Now, in the period of metaphysics, the “thinker” is the 
metaphysician. Thus we come back to our question: how can we avoid 
making Art indissociable from metaphysical dissimulation, if this dissim- 
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ulation is said to determine the period in question? How can Art still be a 
revelation of Being if it is situated in a period of the forgetting of Being and 
if it is historically indissociable from the deepest essence of that period? 
That is a question to which one can find no answer. 

The second conception of the work of art, the one that defines it as 
ecstatic knowledge, and thus as distance with respect to endoxical being- 
in-the-world, does not encounter the same problems. It is centered on the 
opposition between the piece of equipment and the work with regard to 
their relationships to their materials. Heidegger formulates the proble- 
matics of the relationship between the materials and the object produced 
or created in a famous passage—which is particularly esoteric—devoted 
to what he calls the battle (within the work) between earth and world. To 
reformulate the problem in more usual terminology, one could say that 
“earth” refers to physis and more precisely to the matter, the materials of 
the work of art, while “world,” as we know, designates the representa- 
tional function of the work. Now it seems that the relationship between the 
piece of equipment and earth is not the same as that between the work and 
earth: the piece of equipment uses up earth and aims at making it disap- 
pear into its usefulness. The material as such is taken into account only 
insofar as it is adequate to the intended use. In the work of art, in contrast, 
earth is thematized as such: to be sure, it is not part of the Open (of the 
world), since by definition it is that which holds itself in reserve; and yet 
it emerges, it enters into the Open, but it does so as that which withdraws 
into itself. The work lets earth be what it is: it does not subordinate it to an 
external finality, nor does it try to penetrate it (as science does—in vain).4° 
It is precisely because it lets earth be what it is that it can make it happen 
as that which withdraws. For that reason the work not only opens a world, 
but establishes the battle between earth and world: it brings earth, as that 
which withdraws into itself, into emergence (Ragen) in the world, while at 
the same time restoring the latter to earth, that is, leading it to base itself 
on it. For earth and world are locked in indissoluble combat, and because 
the work establishes the indissolubility of this combat it is also the hap- 
pening of truth, since truth is nothing other than the play of withdrawal 
and clearing: “Earth juts through the world and world grounds itself on 
the earth only so far as truth happens as the primal conflict between clear- 
ing and concealing.”49 

All these considerations are supposed to ground the existential value of 
Art, namely its ability to constitute a shock (Stof) and an impact (An- 
stofs). The shock is the revelation that the work is: a revelation not as a 
retention of its being created, but as an always present happening of that 
being. The sole “theme” of being a work is the simple “fact” that it is: “In 
a work . . . this fact, that itis a work, is just what is unusual. The event of 
its being created does not simply reverberate through the work; rather, the 
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work casts before itself the eventful fact that the work is as this work, and 
it has constantly this fact about itself. The more essentially the work opens 
itself, the more luminous becomes the uniqueness of the fact that it is 
rather than is not. The more essentially this thrust comes into the Open, 
the stronger and more solitary the work becomes.”5° Several themes inter- 
sect in this passage. Thus the definition of the work’s being-created as the 
event of its Being (and thus as thematization of the fact that it is) is directly 
related to its ontological status. What matters in the work is neither, in 
contrast with equipment, that in view of which it is (whether the “in view 
of” is understood as relating to a cause or to a goal), nor, in contrast to 
communicational signs, that for which it substitutes, but solely the simple 
fact that it is. Now to the extent to which it thematizes its own being as 
event, it can at the same time reveal Being as such, since Being is event. 

This conception obviously recalls the theory of the Jena romantics, and 
more specifically two of their central theses concerning the work of art, 
namely that in the work we witness a coalescence of meaning and being 
(whence its autotelic nature), which makes it an exemplification of the 
very structuration of Being. To be sure, Heidegger, as we have seen, rejects 
the romantic conception of the symbol, but what he proposes concerning 
the work, both as regards the “thematization” of its own Being as consti- 
tuting its sole true “subject,” and as regards its ability to grasp the essence 
of Being in and through a singularity (its own), circumscribes exactly the 
same field as the Jena romantics’ theory of the symbol. 

But the passage quoted above is also interesting in another respect: it 
marks the transition from the conception of distance as difference between 
the work and the piece of equipment to that of a distance between the work 
and inauthentic everyday life. In fact, the work of art is always strange and 
solitary: “To submit to this displacement means: to transform our accus- 
tomed ties to world and to earth and henceforth to restrain all usual doing 
and prizing, knowing and looking, in order to stay within the truth that is 
happening in the work. Only the restraint of this staying lets what is cre- 
ated be the work that it is. This letting the work be a work we call the 
preserving of the work. It is only for such preserving that the work yields 
itself in its createdness as actual, i.e., now: present in the manner of the 
work.”5! 

If the difference between the work and the piece of equipment concerns 
the mode of creation, the difference between the work and everyday exis- 
tence relates to its reception, to its “preservation.” Before the shock pro- 
voked by the work, being in its totality (and ourselves insofar as we are 
involved in it) appears reassuring to us. The work, by opening a world, 
makes us discover that the reassuring appeared as such only because we 
were mired in the everyday mode of existence, that is, in inauthenticity.5? 
This is a double function already proposed by Novalis: the work of art as 
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revelation of the One and All simultaneously reveals to us that empirical 
existence in its particularism is merely an illusion. In Heidegger the vocab- 
ulary is different, and the definition of the two domains opposed cannot be 
confused with the romantic dualism between the finite and the finite; 
nonetheless, the functional structure remains exactly the same. Art gives 
us access to a different “reality,” at the same time revealing the “falsity” 
of everyday life. 

The Heideggerian thesis of the ecstatic nature of Art thus takes a three- 
fold form: on the cognitive level, artistic “knowledge” qua revelation of 
Being is opposed to endoxical knowledge; on the level of the mode of 
being, the work of art as an autotelic entity is opposed to the heterofinal- 
ized piece of equipment; finally, on the functional level, the work of art as 
inducing a state of ecstasy is opposed to the inauthentic being-in-the- 
world of everyday life. 

It is clear that the two conceptions, that of the historical function of Art 
and that of its ecstatic status, are wholly independent of each other. In this 
sense, while the theory that defines Art as an ecstatic distance in relation 
to inauthenticity in fact makes it possible to escape the problems encoun- 
tered by the thesis that Art has a historical foundational function, it is at 
the price of changing from one concern to another: Art is no longer defined 
in opposition to metaphysics but in opposition to the inauthenticity of 
everyday life. In other words, the initial problem still has not been re- 
solved: Heidegger simply limits himself to shifting terrain in order to es- 
cape the inevitable contradiction arising from the conjoint assertion of the 
absolute reign of metaphysical dissimulation and the ontological function 
of the work of art. 


Poetry AND THOUGHT 


In the course of my analysis of romanticism, I drew attention to the extent 
to which Art is connected with the postulated specificity of an artistic “lan- 
guage” possessing qualities lacking in other human semiotic activities. I 
distinguished two aspects: on one hand the nonverbal arts are not granted 
the dignity of Art insofar as they are translatable into a representational 
structure of a hermeneutic type; on the other hand, verbal art, identified 
with poetry, becomes the paradigmatic art, because in it the essence of Art 
is realized in the most adequate way. In The Origin of the Work of Art, 
Heidegger develops considerations of the same kind. 

The notion of Dichtung is introduced at a strategic point in the text, 
namely in the third part, which returns to the fundamental question of the 
essence of art. This question is taken up on the basis of the definition of the 
work as the happening of truth. This happening of truth is none other than 


ART AS THE THOUGHT OF BEING 257 


its Poem, its “poietizing,” its Dichtung: “Truth, as the clearing and con- 
cealing of what is, happens in being composed, as a poet composes a poem. 
All art, as the letting happen of the happening of the truth of what is, is, 
as such, essentially poetry. The nature of art, on which both the art work 
and the artist depend, is the setting-itself-into-work of truth. It is due to 
art’s poetic nature that, in the midst of what is, art breaks open an open 
place, in whose openness everything is other than usual "a 

The presentation of Dichtung as the essence of Art has a double corol- 
lary: on one hand, poetry occupies a privileged place among the arts as a 
whole; on the other hand, the nonverbal arts are conceptualized in accord 
with the linguistic paradigm. In a central passage, Heidegger, while deny- 
ing the subjection of the other arts to poetry, underlines the latter’s special 
place: “If all art is in essence poetry, then the arts of architecture, painting, 
sculpture, and music must be traced back to poesy. That is pure arbitrari- 
ness. It certainly is, as long as we mean that those arts are varieties of the 
art of language, if it is permissible to characterize poesy by that easily 
misinterpretable title. But poesy is only one mode of the lighting projection 
of truth, i.e., of poetic composition in the wider sense. Nevertheless, the 
linguistic work, the poem in the narrower sense, has a privileged position 
in the domain of the arts.” This passage raises a double question: in what 
sense does poetry occupy a special place among the arts, and how can it be 
connected with the other arts, it being understood that the latter could 
never constitute simple derivative classes? 

The answer to the first question resides in the thesis of language as the 
dwelling of Being: language is the unconcealment of Being insofar as it 
“happens.” This thesis is already found in the analysis of the “disposition” 
(Befindlichkeit) of Dasein proposed by Heidegger in Being and Time: 
there being-in-the-world is grasped in the double modality of understand- 
ing (Verstehen) and ex-plication (Auslegen). In The Origin of the Work of 
Art the importance of language is still greater, since it is directly linked 
with the “project” as the correlate of “thrownness”: language is the very 
act of the projection of the Open, an act through which it is determined 
how the being will be opened and how Being will be concealed in its open- 
ing. The Open is possible only in and through language, which implies, of 


course, the rejection of any communicational definition of the latter: 


To see this [that is, to see how poetry occupies a special place], only the right 
concept of language is needed. In the current view, language is held to be a 
kind of communication. It serves for verbal exchange and agreement, and in 
general for communicating. But language is not only and not primarily an 
audible and written expression of what is to be communicated. It not only 
puts forth in words and statements what is overtly or covertly intended to be 
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communicated; language alone brings what is, as something that is, into the 
Open for the first time. Where there is no language, as in the being of stone, 
plant, and animal, there is also no openness of what is, and consequently no 
openness either of that which is not and of the empty.55 


The rejection of a communicational definition is linked to an essentially 
nominative conception of language. Religious in origin, in Heidegger it 
ends up in the theory of “essential words” on which he bases his herme- 
neutic practice when he is reading poetic works: “Language, by naming 
beings for the first time, first brings beings to word and to appearance. 
Only this naming nominates beings to their being from out of their being. 
Such saying is a projecting of the clearing, in which announcement is 
made of what it is that beings come into the Open as. Projecting is the 
release of a throw by which unconcealedness submits and infuses itself 
into what is as such.”5° Such a conception of language inevitably implies 
an atomism of meaning that takes no account of syntactical structures or, 
of course, the pragmatic dimension:57 as Heidegger conceives it, language 
is reducible to a dictionary, even if it is a dictionary of “the fundamental 
words of Being.” I shall come back to this point later on in analyzing 
Heidegger’s interpretive practice. 

During the 1930s and up to the end of the Second World War, particu- 
larly in The Origin of the Work of Art and the first studies on Hölderlin, 
this conception of language is closely connected with the theory of his- 
toricity. Language is always the historical language of a specific people, 
that is, it is the terrain on which a people’s historical destiny is established, 
decided, and played out: “Actual language at any given moment is the 
happening of this saying, in which a people’s world historically arises for 
it and the earth is preserved as that which remains closed. Projective say- 
ing is saying which, in preparing the sayable, simultaneously brings the 
unsayable as such into a world. In such saying the concepts of an historical 
people’s nature, i.e., of its belonging to world history, are formed for that 
folk, before it.”5° 

Thus the first steps are taken for an identification of language with 
Dichtung as the essence of Art, since both are defined simultaneously by 
their onto-logical function and by the historical status. But Heidegger 
adds this reservation: “Poetry is thought of here in so broad a sense and at 
the same time in such intimate unity of being with language and word, 
that we must leave open whether art, in all its modes from architecture to 
poesy, exhausts the nature of poetry.”59 This reservation may at first seem 
surprising; in reality, it prepares the ground for the thesis of the funda- 
mental unity of the Poem (Dichtung) and thought (Denken) that one finds 
in the analyses of Holderlin’s poetry. 

It is because language itself is Poem that that poetry, the art of lan- 
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guage, can be described as “the most original form of poetry in the essen- 
tial senge "pe This in turn makes it possible to define its relation to the 
other arts: “Language is not poetry because it is the primal poesy; rather, 
poesy takes place in language because language preserves the original na- 
ture of poetry. Building and plastic creation, on the other hand, always 
happen already, and happen only, in the Open of saying and naming. It 
is the Open that pervades and guides them. But for this very reason they 
remain their own ways and modes in which truth orders itself into work. 
They are an ever-special poetizing within the clearing of what is, which 
has already happened unnoticed in language.”® Thus if the other arts are 
not derived from poetry, they are still less original than it is, because they 
are pervaded and guided by the Open of saying and naming that happens 
in language. 

However, if the nonverbal arts always already presuppose the clearing 
of Being as it happens in language, how can one still describe them as 
Dichtung if the latter is defined precisely as the happening of that clear- 
ing? Let us recall that science was denied an original relation to the ques- 
tion of Being because it never occurs except in a clearing that has already 
happened; it is hard to see how the nonverbal arts can escape the same 
judgment. And yet they do escape it, since we have seen that the Greek 
temple was explicitly identified with the act of opening a world, and thus 
with the happening of the clearing, of the truth of the Greek world. And 
Heidegger, far from seeing the slightest contradiction in this, asserts on the 
contrary that this is precisely because (deshalb) the other arts are per- 
vaded and guided by the Open that has “happened” in saying and think- 
ing that they remain “their own ways and modes in which truth orders 
itself into work.” In fact, in spite of this bold assertion, Heidegger con- 
fronts the same difficulty as most of the other representatives of the specu- 
lative theory of Art: that of bringing into a single theory both verbal art 
and the nonverbal arts, it being understood that the theory in question is 
logocentric (in this case the epithet is not abusive), that is, it has a ten- 
dency to situate the essence of Art in its hermeneutic function and to con- 
ceive the latter as overtly or covertly linguistic. And Heidegger is scarcely 
more successful in avoiding this difficulty than were his predecessors, 
since he provides no clear indication as to how the “secondary” character 
of the nonverbal arts with respect to poetry can be reconciled with the 
nonetheless originary character of the clearing that is supposed to precede 
them. 

The promotion of poetry to a paradigmatic art is also closely connected 
with its assigned function of entering into dialogue with thought. It can 
moreover be said Heidegger’s theory of Art culminates in the thesis of this 
dialogue. 


As early as our analysis of Jena romanticism, we saw that the relation 
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between poetry as a paradigmatic art and thought could be adequately 
grasped only if it was read within the framework of the Art-philosophy- 
science triad. The Heideggerian pair Dichtung/Denken must also be 
resituated in a triad: Dichten/Denken/Wissen (poetizing/thinking/know- 
ing), the latter term being related both to the sciences and to the meta- 
physics that is their foundation. Heidegger thus undertakes a shift with 
regard to the Jena romantics, a shift concerning philosophy: for the Jena 
romantics, the latter was one of the terms of the privileged pair (poetry 
and philosophy) opposed to science as the nonoriginary term; in Hei- 
degger it becomes the site of the excluded term, a site that now includes 
two terms, because it includes both metaphysics and the sciences. But the 
structure itself remains rigorously the same: two privileged terms and a 
third term that functiens as a foil. Just as in the romantics the unity of 
poetry and philosophy was based on the “expulsion” of the “empirical” 
sciences, in Heidegger the dialogue between Dichten and Denken occurs at 
the expense of science and metaphysics. This exclusion of sciences and 
metaphysics from the sacred domain is the corollary of the sidelining of 
the modalities of language linked with the forgetting of Being. Poetry and 
thought, Dichten and Denken, can enter into dialogue because each of the 
two terms is conceived as difference with respect to its respective endoxical 
discourse: communicational language on one side, scientific and meta- 
physical discursivity on the other. The difference between poetry and 
thought, which established the possibility of their union (Jena romanti- 
cism), or of their “dialogue” (Heidegger), is pertinent only against the 
background of this initial “sameness” entailed by their difference with 
regard to endoxical discourses. 

What is the exact nature of the dialogue between the Poem and 
thought? Heidegger’s reply varies according to whether he is asking the 
question in abstracto or in a historical perspective. In the first case, he 
seems to maintain the idea of an implicit priority of the Poem, and more 
concretely of poetry. Thus in “Holderlin and the Nature of Poetry” we 
read (on the subject of the elegy “Bread and Wine”): “In it is said poeti- 
cally what could here be only set forth by thought.”®? There it is clear that 
this statement repeats the romantic thesis opposing poetry to philosophi- 
cal exposition. It is again in this perspective of the self-sufficiency of poetic 
saying that we must interpret the hermeneutic ideal of a perfect transpar- 
ency of commentary with regard to the plenitude of the work: “For the 
sake of what happens as a poem, the interpretation must seek to make 
itself superfluous. The final but also the most difficult step in all interpre- 
tation consists in the latter’s disappearance along with all its explanations 
before the pure presence of the poem.”®3 This ideal is in perfect accord 
with the thesis of the paradigmatic function of poetry in the development 
of the dialogue between poetry and thought, a thesis that seems moreover 
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to become more accentuated as the years go by, since the concluding text 
in Commentaries on Holderlin’s Poetry (which dates from 1968) asserts: 
“The way of speaking of a poem that is in conformity with the poem can 
only be poetic saying. In this saying, the poet speaks neither about the 
poem nor of the poem. He poetizes (dichtet) what is proper to the poem. ”®4 
This assertion, whose immediate theme is the question of the relationship 
between Hélderlin’s poems and his theoretical texts, holds mutatis mutan- 
dis for commentary on the text, in this case Heidegger’s, which can be 
adequate to the poem only if it in turn is transformed into Dichtung. 

The priority of poetry seems moreover to be related to its function as an 
absolute historical origin. In the seminar held in Thor in 1966, René Char 
remarks that the semantic multiplicity of Heraclitus’s saying makes him 
akin to the poet. Heidegger responds that that is so because the Greek 
language had a noncalculating relationship to nature, that is, it allowed 
Being to happen in its double movement of opening and concealing. This 
implicitly signifies that poetry, for its part, maintains a similar relation- 
ship to nature, and thus that it always remains originary. That is, more- 
over, what he says explicitly a few pages further on. Asserting that 
thought’s task consists in thinking the fate of Being, he explains that in 
this enterprise the Poem constitutes a sort of organon for thought: “For 
poetry has not become unfaithful to the site of the originary opening up, 
whereas the becoming-philosophy of thought—and of the world—deter- 
mines the path we are currently following.”®5 Poetry has never left this 
native ground that thought has to reconquer through the deconstruction of 
the metaphysical tradition and through dialogue with poets. 

However, when poetry is no longer conceived as an absolute historical 
origin or in accord with its nontemporal essence, but rather as emerging in 
a concrete historical period, the relation with thought can be inverted. We 
encounter again here the question of whether an artistic revelation of 
Being is possible in the period of fully achieved metaphysics. Whence the 
questions raised in the concluding lines of The Origin of the Work of Art, 
to which I have already referred: “whether art is or is not an origin in our 
historical existence, whether and under what conditions it can and must 
be an origin.”°° In the Epilogue he resituates these questions in the per- 
spective of Hegel’s verdict that Art is a completed and transcended figure 
of the becoming of absolute Spirit. This verdict, Heidegger says, is that of 
an epoch of Being that identifies truth with the certainty of the absolute: 
the very position that Art occupies in the Hegelian system is granted it by 
this historical principle of truth. Obviously, one might object that the Jena 
romantics, as well as the Schelling of The Philosophy of Art, saw in the 
fulfillment of Art, on the contrary, a future end of philosophy. However, 
they incontestably belong to the same historical period as Hegel. The Hei- 
deggerian conclusion, namely that the Hegelian verdict can be questioned 
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only from a point of view other than that of metaphysics, thus seems by no 
means inevitable. 

Yet if one accepts the Heideggerian conclusion, the latter clearly implies 
that Art can no longer be an origin for our historical period, because this 
period’s conception of truth (and hence of Being) prevents it from being 
such an origin. It can become an origin again only once it leaves this pe- 
riod. This exit is “in the hands” of the fate of Being, but the thinker can 
prepare the way for it. Thus the thought of the essence of Art “is the pre- 
liminary and therefore indispensable preparation for the becoming of art. 
Only such knowledge prepares its space for art, their way for the creators, 
their location for the preservers.”°? Thus it is no longer Art, in its poematic 
essence and in its special figure—poetry—that guides groping philosophy: 
it is on the contrary thought that prepares for Art’s (re)becoming-origin 
(this is, with a slight difference in vocabulary, the position defended by 
Schelling in The Philosophy of Art). 

If we leave the historical questioning and situate ourselves at the level of 
the gnoseological status of Art (that is, of poetry), we can say that Hei- 
degger oscillates between the position of the Jena romantics and that of 
Hegel: Art is more than thought, Art is less than thought. His conceptual 
motivations are in both cases irreducible to those of the Jena romantics or 
Hegel, but the result with regard to the status of Art is the same. The 
commentators generally maintain that the two conceptions correspond to 
different stages in Heideggerian thought. And in fact, all the passages I 
have cited to illustrate the first conception were written after 1936. It is also 
true, as I have repeatedly pointed out, that the celebration of the par- 
adigmatic role of poetry becomes more emphatic in the texts after the Sec- 
ond World War; and moreover the thesis of the necessity of meditating on 
the essence of Art as an autonomous task of the thinker and the possible 
preparation for a (re)becoming-origin of Art is hardly mentioned any 
more. It nonetheless remains that both conceptions are already found in 
The Origin of the Work of Art, where they correspond to two different 
perspectives: that of absolute establishment (the Greek origin or the essence 
in se of Art) and that of epochal establishment. In the latter perspective. 
metaphysics, and consequently also the deconstruction of metaphysics by 
the thought of Being, take priority over Art. In other words, Heidegger's 
evolution can also be read as a temporal projection of this duality of the 
perspectives present as early as The Origin of the Work of Art. 

A final question concerns the manner in which Heidegger explains the 
difference between poetic discursivity and thought. In fact, for a dialogue 
to be possible, poetry and thought have to both say the same thing and say 
it in a different way. They have to say the same thing, for it is only against 
the background of this sameness that thought can clarify (erläutern) po- 
etry. They have to say it differently, for otherwise the dialogue would be 
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absorbed into pure redundancy. The sameness in content and the alterity 
of the saying guarantee the mutual translatability of the two idioms. We 
already know that the sameness that is basic to poetic saying and 
thought—their common “theme”—is nothing other than the truth of | 
Being. But Heidegger is much less prolix when it is a question of explaining 
how the two activities differ from each other. In the 1943 postface to What 
Is Metaphysics? we read: 


Obedient to the voice of Being, thought seeks the Word through which the 
truth of Being may be expressed. . . . Of like origin is the naming of the poet. 
But since like is only like insofar as difference allows, and since poetry and 
thinking are most purely alike in their care of the word, the two things are at 
the same time at opposite poles in their essence. The thinker utters Being. The 
poet names what is holy. 

We may know something about the relations between philosophy and po- 
etry, but we know nothing of the dialogue between poet and thinker, who 
“dwell near to one another on mountains farthest apart. As for knowing how, 
if it is thought on the basis of the essence of Being, poetic saying, thanking 
and thinking refer to one another and at the same time they are distinct, the 
question must here remain open. It is likely that thanking (Danken) and 
poetic saying arise differently from original thought, of which they make use 
without for all that being able being a thought for themselves.”°® 


It will be observed first that this passage contradicts the thesis that poetic 
saying is the originary language, since here Heidegger admits the hypo- 
thetical possibility that poetry is descended from the originary thought. A 
little earlier he notes: “Thought’s reply is the origin of human speech, a 
speech that alone gives rise to language as the divulging of speech in 
words.”°9 But in “Hölderlin and the Essence of Poetry” (1936) he asserts 
on the contrary that “it is poetry that begins by making language possi- 
ble... . The essence of language must be understood on the basis of the 
essence of poetry. ”7° 

In any case, in the first passage, Heidegger distinguishes between the 
naming of the sacred by poetry and the saying carried out by thought. The 
terminological distinction is not always clear: in the texts on Holderlin he 
sometimes uses both the verbs “name” (nennen) and “say” (sagen) in 
referring to the poetic utterance. In “Hölderlin and the Essence of Poetry,” 
for example, Dichtung is determined as being the “original naming of the 
gods”; the commentary on “Wie wenn am Feiertage” speaks on the con- 
trary of the poetic utterance as “the saying that establishes”: similarly, the 
commentary on “Andenken,” defines poetry as “the saying of the sa- 
cred.”7' In fact, the essence of the distinction does not have to do with the 
verbs but with the complements: Being on one side, the sacred (and the 
gods) on the other. By virtue of the postulated sameness, this difference 
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can obviously not have to do with the content. but solely with the “how?” 
poetry savs Being as sacred. as divine. while thought says it as Being. But 
if one tries to see in a more concrete way what this difference includes, one 
finds hardly anv elements of a reply. other than a few indirect hints that 
are difficult to evaluate. In the texts on Holderlin the poet is described— 
according to a traditional topos that had been reinvigorated by romanti- 
cism—as a mediator between gods and men. and more precisely between 
the gods and a historical people. To name the gods, to name the sacred. 
would be to establish the historical fate of the people as it is revealed to it 
in divine signs. To be sure. the thinkers questioning cannot be conceived 
outside historical determinations. but it nevertheless seems that Heidegger 
accords it a different place in the temporality of this historical destiny: it 
comes. either before the poet. in order to prepare his arrival. or after him. 
in order to clarify his saving and thus to preserve it in its initial brilliance. 
Itis thus somewhat marginal to the destiny of the people to which the poet. 
on the contrary. is very closely connected through his act of establishment: 
“And thus poetic questioning is of a very different kind from that of 
thought. which ventures forth in what is essentially worth questioning. 
and there. it engages in a test quite different from that of saying the Sa- 
cred. The thinker allows his thought to become outlandish. not because he 
wants merely to traverse what is outside the homeland. but because to be 
outside the homeland is for him to be at home. On the contrary. the ques- 
tion addressed by the poet's faithful thought (das andenkende Fragen) is 
another way of saying poetically what it means to ‘be in the Jee 
land. ... It is simply that the poet questions as a poet. The revelatory 
appearance of the question is still a concealing. *? The end of this passage 
seems to indicate still another way of conceiving the distinction between 
poetry and thought. namely as an opposition between a veiled appearance 
and a direct questioning. On this interpretation, the gods, and more ab- 
stractly. the sacred. would constitute veil of Being. However. the idea of 
this kind of distinction between poetry and thought is scarcely compatible 
with Heidegger's central thesis that concealment is constitutive of Being. 

All these hesitations and uncertainties can be read as so many indica- 
tions that the distinction between poetic naming and the thinkers saying 
has only a tactical function in Heideggers thought, which is always coun- 
tered by an inverse movement postulating their originary unity: the origi- 
nary establishment of the essential utterance is both thought and poetry. 
This essential and “unified” utterance precedes any distinction (even that 
between poetry and thought). It constitutes both the content of the dia- 
logue and its most secret, forever ineffable dynamics. Hölderlin. we learn. 
thinks poetry in his poems, that is, his poetry is at the same time thought. 
And in "On the Way to Language we read: “All reflective thinking is 
poetic. and all poetry in turn is a kind of thinking. 3 
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In reality, in Heidegger’s work—as in that of many other representa- 
tives of the speculative theory of Art—the different forms taken by the 
dialogue and the rivalry, the oscillation between the precedence accorded 
to one or the other of the terms involved, the perpetual movement between 
the establishment of differences and their immediate recuperation into an 
originary indifferentiation, escape any rational analysis. To evaluate their 
true value, it would probably be necessary to make them resonate in uni- 
son with the pathos of an existential experience that imposes itself with 
absolute clarity on those who share it, but that it is difficult to reconstruct 
in a convincing manner outside that horizon. 


AN INTERPRETIVE PRACTICE 


Heidegger’s interpretive practice derives from his conception of the rela- 
tions between thought and poetry. This conception is ambiguous: one 
would not be surprised to find the same ambiguity when it comes to a 
definition of interpretive practice. On one hand, Heidegger states that 
what poetry says, it alone can say, so that any ex-plication by thought is 
merely a makeshift. The corresponding interpretive ideal involves the dis- 
appearance of commentary, leaving only the text commented on, so that 
“we let the poem itself tell us what its own particularity consists in and on 
what it is based.”74 Thus we end up with a critical mimeticism whose ideal 
is a minimal paraphrase. But Heidegger also defends a concurrent concep- 
tion, according to which it is up to thought to bring to light what the poem 
means (meinen) without saying it explicitly. Interpretation should experi- 
ence (erfahren) the unspoken in the poem: “There would then be no mo- 
ment in which to make a contrived myth out of the figure of the poet. 
There would then be no occasion to misuse his poetry as a rich source for 
a philosophy. But there would be, and there is, the sole necessity, by think- 
ing our way soberly into what his poetry says, to come to learn what is 
unspoken.”75 The interpretive practice corresponding to this conception is 
translation: the commentary translates the poetic “saying,” and especially 
the unspoken, into a philosophical concern, in this case the thought of 
Being. 

A third characteristic is added to paraphrase and to translation: the 
privileged attention accorded to “fundamental words,” generally at the 
expense of the utterances in their syntactical unity. Whence a basically 
paratactic method that is doubtless the most obvious characteristic of Hei- 
degger’s literary analyses. This method plays an important role in the 
translation of poetic saying into thought of Being, since by isolating “fun- 
damental words” it makes it possible for interpretation either to recom- 
bine them syntactically in the interpretive metalanguage, or to use them as 
starting points for autonomous conceptual developments. In “Holderlin 
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and the Nature of Poetry,” Heidegger thus seeks to develop Holderlin’s 
conception of poetry on the basis of five key-words (Leitworte), that is, on 
the basis of five utterances drawn from the most diverse parts of the corpus 
of Holderlin’s works. Starting from these materials, he constructs his the- 
ory of the essence of poetry. For example, the second “key-word” is “That 
is why the most dangerous of all goods, language, was given to man... : 
so that he might bear witness that he is.” In the context of the poem from 
which it is extracted, this passage refers to one of the characteristics of 
man (alongside free will and “superior power of ordering and accomplish- 
ing”). Heidegger disassociates it from this context and uses it as a transla- 
tion of his own theory of language. Once this theory has been developed, 
he returns to another “key-word,” on the basis of which he develops his 
theory of historicity, and so on. Holderlin’s texts have in reality only one 
function: to serve as punctual relays for considerations that are peculiar to 
Heidegger the interpreter. 

Of course, by choosing to devote most of his analyses to Holderlin, Hei- 
degger turns to a poet who in fact shares a certain number of his preoccu- 
pations and conceptions. Among the common points—aside from their 
very strong attachment to Swabia—the most incontestable are: the rela- 
tionship to Greece as a lost origin and the relationship to the German 
fatherland as an origin to come; the conviction that they are living in an 
intermediary period; the reference to the same philosophical tradition, 
Holderlin being the ambivalent witness to its birth, whereas Heidegger, 
situated at the other end of the development, tries to preserve its funda- 
mental impulse while at the same time setting out to deconstruct it. Fi- 
nally, in the most general and diffuse manner, both authors share a com- 
mon disposition: if Hölderlin is a poet-thinker, Heidegger is a thinker- 
poet. Because of this spiritual commonality, Heidegger’s interpretation of 
Holderlin is partly well-suited to him: Heidegger is incontestably the most 
important interpreter of the author of Hyperion. His analytical methods 
nonetheless remain questionable and lead more than once—even in the 
case of Holderlin—to unilateral interpretations. 

The questionable character of Heidegger’s procedure is sometimes 
masked by the fact that he devotes very elaborate interpretations to iso- 
lated poems, which can give the impression of a detailed, respectful analy- 
sis of the poetic text. But as soon as one examines the actual interpretive 
practice, one discovers that it proceeds above all by leaps from one “fun- 
damental word” to another, the connection between the different words 
being achieved by translational paraphrases or by autonomous develop- 
ments, and often by a combination of the two. Thus, when he analyzes the 
first two stanzas of the hymn “Die Fahrt” he notes only the fundamental 
words “hearth” (Herd) , “rays,” “origin,” and “fidelity,” on the basis of 
which he constructs an autonomous interpretive development that moves, 
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for example, from Herd to Werkstatt (workshop, forge)—this latter term 
not being present in the poem—or from rays to clearing. In other words, 
Heideggerian interpretation creates alongside the poem analyzed a phi- 
losophical metapoem to which he devotes the majority of his “clarifications.” — 

Heidegger is well aware that the utilization of the principle of “funda- 
mental words” in literary interpretation may well elicit reservations. Thus 
he takes care to ensure the autonomy of his questioning in relation to 
philology and literary theory. The preface to the fourth German edition 
(1971) of Erläuterungen zu Holderlins Dichtung warns: “these clarifica- 
tions do not claim to be contributions to literary history or to aesthetics. 
They proceed from a necessity of thought.”7° Moreover, he limits his poetic 
corpus to the domain of what he calls the “exceptional poem” (das 
ausgezeichnete Gedicht),7 or, as he says in analyzing a poem by Rilke, the 
“valid poem” (das gültige Gedicht).7° A valid poem is one that, at least in 
our historical period, poetizes the essence of poetry. Heidegger thus notes 
only what the romantics had called the reflective practice of literature, that 
in which it takes itself as the “object” of its saying. The poem, when it is 
grasped in its essence, is the “saying” of Being: the interpretive translation 
of poetic “saying” into thought of Being is thus justified, since the thinker 
limits himself to interpreting poems that poetize the essence of poetry and 
since the essence of poetry resides in its onto-logical function. 

Another way of guaranteeing the autonomy of philosophical reading 
consists in refusing to consider the poem as an act of language on the part 
of a socially or psychologically concrete individual, thereby linking it to 
the facticity of a particular existence. Thus when he interprets Holderlin’s 
“Andenken,” he observes: “The title lets us know that here the nature of 
future poets’ thought, a thought that is poetry, is said. And that is some- 
thing quite different from the ‘poetizing’ of Holderlin the tutor’s jour- 
ney. "79 To be sure, a purely biographical reading of a poem is impoverish- 
ing, if it is conceived as an attempt to replace the poem by the emotions it 
expresses and the events it describes, or to reduce it to them. Nonetheless, 
“Andenken” was written by the tutor Hölderlin and describes the land- 
scapes of southern France that he did pass through. Moreover, it is not 
called “Andenken” (“Memory”) for nothing, even if Heidegger decides to 
see in memory, An-denken, only a fundamental term of the thought of 
Being and categorically refuses to take its usual sense into account. In 
reality, it is hard to see just how one could deny that “Andenken” refers to 
events in Holderlin’s life. One can go even further: every interpretation of 
the poem has to be compatible with the fact that it refers to such private 
events. Obviously, that does not mean that its essential interest is bio- 
graphical in nature, or that its meaning can be reduced to its referential 
import; but on the other hand, neither is it clear why its philoscphical 
import should exclude its biographical reference. 
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Another important characteristic of Heidegger’s analyses resides in the 
fact that they never take into account the properly poetic aspect of the 
texts interpreted. It is at least paradoxical that a thinker who postulates 
the essential character of poetic saying takes absolutely no account of po- 
etic techniques, and more generally of formal issues. Heidegger’s analyses 
in fact bear purely on the content. But at the same time he implicitly ac- 
cepts the delimitation of the textual corpus by formal characteristics, since 
his analyses as a whole suggest that for him poetic saying is connected with 
the criterion of versification: he analyzes no text in prose as an example of 
poetic saying, and when he discusses Holderlin’s letters or theoretical writ- 
ings he takes care to emphasize that their function is only to prepare for 
the clarification of the poem. His procedure is thus incoherent: for the 
constitution of his corpus, he implicitly relies on a formal criterion, but at 
the same time this criterion is never thematized as such in specific analy- 
ses. Holderlin’s texts are poems because they are the saying of Being; how- 
ever, we never learn why this saying, aside from being the saying of Being, 
is a poetic saying (in the generic sense of the term). Thus the theory of the 
dialogue between poetry and thought, while it postulates an abyssal 
(abgrundig) difference between the two, takes into account solely the 
characteristics of the poem that are reducible to thought, and which are 
therefore not specifically poetic: for Heidegger’s purposes, the poems 
might just as well be in prose.®° 

Paraphrase, translation, dismantling of the syntax, making the text au- 
tonomous with regard to the concrete subject who utters it, absolute si- 
lence concerning the poetic form: to these five characteristics we must add 
hermeneutic authoritarianism. The latter is legitimated by the very princi- 
ple of translational interpretation, which postulates an opposition between 
what the poem seems to say and what it really means. This opposition is 
brought into play every time a poem being analyzed seems to run counter 
to the onto-logical interpretation in which the interpreter is engaged: Hei- 
degger carelessly uses the pair bedeuten/meinen, the first term referring to 
the commonly received meaning or the “apparent” contextual meaning, 
the second to the “authentic” meaning, that is, the one advanced by the 
thinker of Being. The pair may vary: thus in the interpretation “And the 
Nature of Poetry” bedeuten (to mean) is replaced by erinnern an (to re- 
call). Since the passage in question is exemplary of the procedures Hei- 
degger employs, I shall analyze it in detail. First, here are the verses that 
are dealt with by the interpretation, that is, the sixth stanza and the begin- 
ning of the seventh: 


Then promptly moved, the soul, long 
Known to the infinite, trembles 
With memory and, fired by the sacred ray, 


The fruit born from love, the work of gods and men, 
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The song, that he might witness to both, succeeds. 

Poets say that since she visibly 

Desired to see the God, his lightning bolt fell on Semele’s house, 
And mortally wounded ash [she] bore 

The storm’s fruit, holy Bacchus. 


And therefore now the sons of earth 

Drink the heavenly fire without peril. 

Yet it is fitting that we poets stand 

Under God’s storms, with our heads bare, 

To seize the Father’s ray itself with our own hand, 
And concealed in a song, 


Give the people the heavenly gift, 


This passage, at least with the German text alongside it,®' does not pose too 
many problems so far as the semantic interpretation is concerned: it con- 
trasts the sons of the earth who have only an indirect and safe access to the 
celestial fire with the poets who confront the Father’s lightning bolts di- 
rectly and try to grasp them with their hands. The poets are then com- 
pared with Semele: just as through her son Bacchus she gave men wine, 
the poet gives them song. But this first parallel, which has to do with the 
gift, raises the possibility of a second parallel concerning the destiny of the 
givers: Semele was destroyed; how will the poet fare? In other words, does 
the parallelism of their gifts imply a parallelism in their fates? Heidegger, 
instead of seeing that this question is raised by the very structure of the 
semantic parallelism, refuses to consider it. By virtue of his conception of 
poetic saying, it is taken for granted from the outset that there could be no 
parallelism between Semele’s fate and that of the poet, since the poet bears 
witness to the sacred (which is not the case when Semele wants to see the 
god “in a human way”): the poet is the one who establishes the world in 
which the “sons of the earth” live, and he alone mediates between gods 
and men. Thus the “heavenly fire” drunk by the sons of the earth can no 
longer refer to wine: “the word ‘drink’ does indeed recall (erinnert an) the 
god of wine, but it really means (meint jedoch) the reception of the other 
fruit, men’s hearing of the spirit that breathes in the successful hymn.”®? 
In other words: “the heavenly fire” apparently designates wine, but in 
reality it designates song. At first sight one might think that in making this 
claim, Heidegger simply means that we must interpret wine as a metaphor 
of poetic song. In reality he refuses to consider that the passage about “the 
heavenly fire” could be related to the story of Semele and Bacchus because 
he has decided to oppose Semele to the poet: “The eagerness to see the god 
in a human way carried Semele off in the ardent passion of the lightning 
unleashed. She who conceived forgot the sacred. . . . Semele’s fate shows 
negatively how only the presence of the sacred ensures the song’s true 
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success. The allusion . . . to Semele’s fate is inserted into the poem only as 
a counter-theme.”®3 This being the case, Heidegger has to claim that the 
beginning of the seventh stanza is not situated in a continuation of the 
story of Semele, but in reality connects up with the middle of the sixth 
stanza, that is, with the definition of sacred song: “That is why the begin- 
ning of the following stanza connects, not with the end of the sixth, but 
with its middle.”®+ Therefore we are to understand that the sons of the 
earth can henceforth drink the heavenly fire without peril because the 
sacred song has been established by poets, an establishment that Semele’s 
“human way” of seeing had been unable to achieve. Men drink the heav- 
enly fire without peril because they live in the world opened by poets. 
From the point of view of the syntactical organization of the poem, this 
interpretation is at least risky: it is much more plausible that the “That is 
why” at the beginning of the seventh stanza refers to the immediately 
preceding passage, that is, to the story of Semele. Instead of analyzing the 
poem as it presents itself and instead of asking the questions its semantic 
structure makes it possible to ask, Heidegger postulates as a prior princi- 
ple that it coincides with an overall structure of interpretation capable of 
bringing to light a coherent conception. He does not analyze the poem as 
it is, but as it would be if it were a successful transposition of the overail 
interpretation he proposes: “The text used for the present commentaries is 
based, after being revised in accord with the handwritten drafts, on the 
explication that we shall attempt.”°5 

But the poem in question is unfinished, and Heidegger is well aware of 
this. Instead of taking this unfinishedness into account, he has decided to 
treat the text as if it were completed: “The poem is unfinished in many 
respects. The ordering of the end in particular, which Hoiderlin himself 
once chose, remains indeterminable. But every kind of unfinishedness is 
here only the consequence of the superabundance that wells up from the 
innermost beginning of the poem and requires a rigorous conclusion. 
Every attempt to follow the structure of the final stanza can have as its aim 
only to awaken those who can hear what the ‘word’ of this poem is.”®° The 
“rigorous” conclusion demanded by the interpreter consists in celebrating 
the historical role of the poet as the one who establishes a people’s fate and 
as a mediator between the gods and men. To be sure, this interpretation is 
undeniably in accord with Holderlin’s conception of the function of the 
poet. But that does not mean that it is in accord with the poem analyzed: 
if one cannot reduce a poem to its biographical substance, neither can one 
reduce it to its philosophical substance. An interpreter as concerned about 
respecting the specificity of poetic “saying” as Heidegger claims to be owes 
it to himself to analyze precisely the differentiated development of this 
substance in the very movement of the poem. Now an important aspect of 
the properly poetic movement of “Wenn wie am Feiertage” is revealed by 
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the fragments of an eighth stanza. Heidegger does not take this fragmen- 
tary stanza into account, even though he could consult it in the editions 
available to him. It is not hard to discover the reason for this silence: this 
fragmentary eighth stanza operates a genuine reversal with respect to the 
preceding stanzas. The poet moves from his confidence in the non- 
destructive character of the “Father’s fire,” and thus from the hope of 
escaping Semele’s fate, to an anguished cry, that of the “false priest” 
thrown down “far below the living” and serving them as a warning: 


Woe is me! 
And even if I say 


That I had approached, to contemplate the Celestial ones, 
They themselves threw me down deep below the living, 
The false priest, in the shadows, so that I 


Might sing to the docile the warning song 
There. 


This reversal fits perfectly into the parallel sketched out in the sixth and 
seventh stanzas. If it constitutes a possible alternative to the certainty ex- 
pressed in the seventh stanza, the reason resides in the semantic pressure 
exercised by the parallel between Semele’s gift and the poets’ gift; the par- 
allelism of the gifts opens the possibility of a parallelism in their fates. Just 
as Semele was punished for having tried to see the god, does not the poet, 
who claims to be the intermediary between the gods and men, risk being 
punished for his pride? And what if the intermediary were only a “false 
priest”? By this point at least, it is the voice of the “tutor Holderlin” that 
breaks in. It is easy to see why Heidegger prefers not to take into account 
the eighth stanza, thus missing an important aspect of the poem: for the 
break brought about by the semantic logic of a paradoxical parallelism 
(depending on whether it is developed with regard to the gift or to the 
giver), for the emergence of the personal voice of the tutor Holderlin that 
breaks into the hymnic discourse, Heidegger substitutes a “conclusive” 
ending. To be sure, the latter saves the Holderlinian and the Heideggerian 
conception of Dichtung, but a high price is paid: it does violence to the 
poem, for the poem, in the reversal sketched out in the eighth stanza, 
shows precisely that it is not reducible to the theoretical program of its 
own author (and of his interpreter) .°7 

The procedures J have just analyzed,®° which one can easily also find in 
the (rare) studies that Heidegger devoted to poets other than Holderlin,®9 
are fully within the tradition of the speculative theory of Art. They draw in 
fact their legitimation from the thesis of the onto-logical nature of poetic 
“saying”: if the essence of the poem resides in its power of philosophical 
revelation, it seems legitimate to reduce it to the philosophical substance 
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that constitutes its material. In Holderlin’s poems, the philosopher focuses 
not on the poem but on its philosophical substance. In spite of himself, 
Heidegger acts in the same way as the denigrated interpreter who reduces 
the poem to its biographical material: in both cases the poem functions as 
a document from which is “distilled” what is transposable into the meta- 
discourse considered pertinent. 

To be sure, we must remember that the relationship between Heidegger 
and Holderlin is not an ordinary relationship. Since the philosophical sub- 
stance poetized by the author of Hyperion is nothing other than one of the 
inaugural formulations of the speculative theory of Art, Heidegger’s anal- 
yses of Holderlin constitute a genuine revival of the speculative theory of 
Art. The circle is closed: the theory has finally found its object, but this 
object is nothing other than itself, since it evacuates from it everything that 
might differentiate it from itself, namely its poetic specificity. If Holderlin 
is the poet, it is because he is also one of the theoreticians of the speculative 
theory of Art, and because the interpreter reduces him to being only that. 

More generally, one can say that Heidegger pushes to its limits the logic 
inherent in the very project of the speculative theory of Art, a logic that 
cannot help neutralizing the artistic and aesthetic specificity of the works 
he analyzes; just as poetry is nowhere to be found in Heidegger’s analysis 
of Holderlin, painting is nowhere to be found in his analysis of Van Gogh. 
If the arts are reducible to Art, if the essence of Art is poetry, and if poetry 
“says the same” as philosophy, there is nothing more to be done with 
either the arts or the particular art of poetry. Thus Art ends up devouring 
the arts, and the speculative theory, having become specular, no longer 
reflects anything but itself. 


Eeler s E 


What the Speculative Tradition 


Misunderstood 


Novus ScHLEGEL, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Heidegger: 
these six names are obviously far from circumscribing, in the modern age, 
the historical destiny of the speculative theory of Art. But they do sum it 
up: insofar as one can identify the “inventors” of the speculative tradition, 
Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel are certainly the most plausible candidates 
for this role; as for the other four authors whose works I have analyzed, 
they are all philosophers in the most demanding sense of the term. We 
have seen that in reality the speculative theory of Art constitutes philoso- 
phy’s seizure of control over the theory of art and also in part—as we shall 
see—over artistic practices. These six authors are the essential sources 
drawn upon by countless critics, essayists, and artists who—during the 
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth—have made the 
speculative theory of Art the dominant artistic conception, if not in the 
West as a whole, at least in Europe. 

Understanding this omnipresence of the speculative theory of Art at the 
very heart of the artistic life of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries al- 
lows us to ineasure the effects and the consequences of this tradition on our 
relationship to art. For the most part, these consequences seem to me neg- 
ative, and a profound reorientation of our way of thinking about the arts 
and approaching them is indispensable. That at least is what | hope to 
show in these concluding pages. Three aspects of the speculative tradition 
have had the most damaging consequences on our current conception of 
the arts. 

First of all, there is the epistemological confusion of the descriptive ap- 
proach with the evaluative approach. I have already discussed this in the 
chapter on Kant, but I should like to reformulate the problem in more 
concrete terms, because our cognitive relation to the arts suffers so griev- 
ously from this confusion. The latter finds its strongest expression in the 
historicist paradigm; we have traced its emergence in Friedrich Schlegel. 
What concerns me here is its adoption by artists, especially in the domain 
of the visual arts, where it has served as a justification for avant-garde 
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modernism. But the historicist paradigm bars our access to other artistic 
traditions that have never known it; it oversimplifies the complex history 
of modernism itself. Giving it up would allow us a more diversified and 
more fecund perspective on works—beginning with the very ones that the 
historicist project relies upon. 

Then there is the distinction between the aesthetic sphere and the artis- 
tic sphere. It was emptied out by the speculative theory of Art, in the name 
of a reduction of art to its creative aspect. This problem has repercussions: 
we must finally recognize the composite character of the domain of aes- 
thetic objects and even of that of the products of “art” (in the etymological 
sense of the term). This is an important point, because it allows us to 
reinsert art in the highest meaning of the term inte the broader field of 
which it constitutes the richest form: the work of art is a product of human 
creative behavior, but it is not the only one, nor is it hermetically sealed off 
from other human works. 

Finally, the most important stake in the debate—if not theoretically, at 
least socially— is the question of pleasure, and thus that of the aesthetic 
attitude. The compensatory function of the sacralization of art is linked to 
an exacerbated Puritanism that has led us to cut the work of art off from 
the gratification it provides. What is involved here is not so much a matter 
of justifying pleasure as of recognizing the specific logic of aesthetic be- 
haviors—a logic that is misunderstood when one claims to sever it from its 
hedonic dimension. 


THE SPECULATIVE THEORY OF ART IN THE MODERN “Art Wonn" 


What is called “artistic modernity”—whether its genesis is situated in ro- 
manticism, in Baudelaire, or in Symbolism—is inseparable from the con- 
ceptual framework provided it by the speculative theory of Art. More than 
any other period in the history of the arts—with the possible exception of 
the Renaissance—the age of “modern art” is that of a philosophy of art as 
much as of an artistic practice. Since I cannot here reconstitute in detail 
the historical line of development—a development with many intersec- 
tions and delaying effects—of a theory that, at first glance, seems far re- 
moved from properly artistic problems, I shall limit myself to a few partic- 
ularly revealing samples. 


As the site of the genesis of the sacralization of Art, the romantic move- 
ment is in a way the indirect source of all its later forms. Contrary to the 
other incarnations of the speculative theory of Art that I have analyzed, 
romanticisin is—by birth—both a philosophical theory and an self-repre- 
sentation of the artistic world: if the Schlegel brothers are above all theore- 
ticians (even though they “committed” a few literary works), Novalis is 
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also an important poet. One might extend this observation to other repre- 
sentatives of the romantic movement: Hölderlin is both one of the greatest 
German poets and a theoretician; painters like Runge and Carus are ro- 
mantic thinkers as much as artists.’ By virtue of this “mixed” nature, both 
philosophical and artistic, romanticism is the matrix of most of the artistic 
movements to come—and particularly the avant-garde movements at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. 

Moreover, it has long been demonstrated that most if not all the Euro- 
pean romantic movements borrow their theoretical baggage from the Ger- 
mans, essentially from the Schlegel brothers and from Schelling: among 
the chief mediators are Mme de Stael for all of Europe, Coleridge for 
England, Victor Cousin for France, Manzoni for Italy.? Hence the specula- 
tive theory of Art spread at the same time as European romanticism and 
it is found, in a more or less degraded form, in the work of most romantic 
and post-romantic artists. We can take as an example Baudelaire’s theory 
of the imagination, a central component of Symbolist poetics. A reading of 
chapters 3 and 4 of the Salon de 1859 shows that Baudelaire borrows his 
theory of the “queen of the faculties,” and particularly the important dis- 
tinction between fantasy and creative imagination, from Poe (more pre- 
cisely, from “The Poetic Principle,” a text that he had moreover already 
used two years earlier in the “New Notes on Edgar Poe” that precede his 
translation of Poe’s tales) and from Mrs. Crowe’s The Night Side of Na- 
ture. These two authors only repeat the theses developed by Coleridge in 
his Biographia Literaria,3 inspired by A. W. Schlegel, Schelling, and 
Fichte, who, as we have seen, reinterpret the Kantian “productive imagi- 
nation” in order to make it the poetic faculty by which Art is able to accede 
to the Absolute. The direct influence of theoretical romanticism on the arts 
and on artistic reflection does not cease, to be sure, with the end of the 
romantic movements; the writers of German Expressionism, and also 
Rilke, and closer to us, Maurice Blanchot, draw directly on the writings of 
the Jena romantics. 


The historical destiny of Hegel’s aesthetics is a perfect example of a de- 
layed effect: its impact on the artistic life of its period was certainly less 
than that of the romantic movement, because, among other reasons, it was 
an abstract philosophical doctrine that could hardly hope to act directly 
on the world of art; but the indirect effect of its conceptions was only all 
the greater, in two quite different modalities. The first is that of its triumph 
in the universities. This triumph certainly experienced historical eclipses 
(for example, at the end of the nineteenth century) but these were always 
provisional. The fact that Hegel’s aesthetics often attracted teachers is not 
surprising: after all, it e an academic exposition and its systematic frame- 
work—its closed and complete character—made it an ideal and conven- 
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ient course program. In any case, handed down in this way through sev- 
eral generations of intellectual “elites” that adapted it to the needs of the 
moment, it gradually became an element of the West’s communal con- 
sciousness. This movement was amplified by the second channel through 
which it was transmitted, namely Marxism. Strange as it might seem, 
given the crude sociological determinism often professed by Marxism, it 
succeeded in developing its own variant of the speculative theory: Art—or 
rather “great art,” and thus the art of the past as well as socialist art—is 
supposed to reveal the economic and social structure, that is, nothing less 
than the fundamental reality of the human world. We know the historical 
fate of Engels’s claim that the works of Balzac reveal in a pitiless manner 
the nature of society in his time; against his wishes—because he is a great 
artist—Balzac shows the inevitability of the (provisional) triumph of the 
bourgeoisie and the historical bankruptcy of the aristocracy, the class with 
which he nevertheless sympathized. By generalizing this thesis, part of 
Marxist aesthetics came to postulate that great art, or at least great litera- 
ture (but we know that the speculative theory of Art likes to extrapolate on 
the basis of a specific art), has an ecstatic cognitive power: outside Marxist 
philosophy, art is the only cognitive activity that is able—under certain 
conditions determined by Marxism, and thus by philosophy—to escape 
the alienated vision of reality that is inseparable from any class society.4 In 
orthodox communism, these attempts at sacralizing Realist art were often 
thwarted: when they had as their object a pre-Socialist art, they ran 
counter to the monism of the theory of alienation; if they concerned Social- 
ist art, they then constituted a potential danger to the cognitive monopoly 
of the Party, and through it to Marxist philosophy. 

Critical Marxists, like Benjamin or Adorno, also exploit the common- 
places of the sacralization of Art. The puritanical polemic against “culi- 
nary art” or the “culture industry” that is omnipresent in all the aesthetics 
inspired by the Frankfurt School takes on its full meaning in the perspec- 
tive of the postulate of the intrinsically critical and subversive power of the 
“true” art that is supposed to lay bare man’s social alienation. Theodor 
Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, for example, is in part a reformulation of the 
speculative theory in the perspective of “negative dialectics.” The com- 
pensatory function of Art is particularly striking: as “the unconscious 
writing of history,” Art is an irreducible protest against a generally bad 
reality, and thereby the promise of a utopian reconciliation. We know that 
for Adorno, Schénberg’s twelve-tone scale was in fact an unconscious 
manifestation of the social process: by their rejection of the established 
norms of public acceptance, Schoénberg’s compositions criticize the alien- 
ated consciousness and the fetishistic character of music conceived as a 
commodity; thereby they reveal the real social contradictions and partici- 
pate in a transcendence of bourgeois art. Adorno obviously defends an 
evaluative definition of the work of art: “The concept of the work of art 
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implies the notion of success. Botched art is no art at all.” He also defends 
a radical conception of the reducibility of the arts to their philosophical 
“truth”: “Philosophy and art overlap in the idea of truth-content. The pro- 
gressively unfolding truth of a work of art is none other than the truth of 
the philosophical concept. . . . Truth-content is not what art works denote, 
but the criterion which decides if they are true or false in themselves. It is 
this variant of truth content in art and this variant alone which is suscepti- 
ble of philosophical interpretation, because it corresponds to an adequate 
concept of philosophical truth. ... Aesthetic experience must pass over 
into philosophy or else it will not be genuine "7 We can once again see the 
point to which the promotion of the arts to the level of an ecstatic knowl- 
edge in reality seals their subjection to philosophical discourse. 


Schopenhauer’s influence on modern aesthetics is generally underesti- 
mated, particularly in France, where, for complex reasons, this philoso- 
pher often receives bad press. Hence it is all too easy to forget that during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, when even Hegel sank into tem- 
porary oblivion, Schopenhauer’s philosophy triumphed more or less all 
over Europe. Yet his pessimism is inconceivable without the compensation 
provided by aesthetic ecstasis, a genuine redemption that allows man to 
escape the evils of the will to survive. Schopenhauer’s thesis of salvation 
through art is no doubt the one of the philosophical formulations of the 
speculative theory of Art that enjoyed the greatest historical success D To 
be sure, Schopenhauer having been the philosopher in the fin-de-siecle 
salons, it is often difficult to tell how much his influence is due to actual 
reading of his works. But the way in which his ideas spread is of little 
importance; the essential point is that the central theses of his aesthetics 
are found in some of the most important artists of the second half of the 
nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth: in Wagner, of 
course, but also in Huysmans, Gauguin and the Nabis, Proust,9 or Male- 
vitch and Mondrian.'° I shall limit myself to France: as is shown by 
Valéry’s text cited as an epigraph to this book, the end of the nineteenth 
century is characterized by a powerful return of the sacralization of Art; 
and it is chiefly the Schopenhauerian variant that dominates, both by its 
pessimistic vision of the world (adopted in particular by the Naturalists") 
and especially by his claim that Art is the revelation of the Ideas. Thus in 
1881, the Symbolist critic Albert Aurier wrote that Gauguin’s art is “Plato 
interpreted visually by a savage genius”: his works express eternal Ideas. 
The assertion seems paradoxical, considering Plato’s condemnation of 
painting; but Platonism is here identified with its reinterpretation by 
Schopenhauer—which in turn takes its place in the heritage of Plotinus’s 
theory of the Beautiful. The interpretation of Gauguin’s pictorial project in 
Neoplatonic terms proposed by Aurier is in no way eccentric: according to 
Maurice Denis, the Nabis based their theory of Art on Plotinus, Poe, 
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Baudelaire, and Schopenhauer.” It is certainly not clear that Gauguin had 
read Schopenhauer, but Mark A. Cheetham’ has shown convincingly that 
his artistic practice—like that of Paul Sérusier, moreover—was governed 
by a Neoplatonic legitimation. It is found especially in his rejection of the 
analytical procedure of the Impressionists in favor of the synthetic con- 
struction that was supposed to express the “pure idea,”4 in his emphasis 
on the importance of inner vision (whence the pictorial motif of closed 
eyes), and also in his small regard for sense perception (an attitude con- 
nected with his injunction to painters to paint their subjects from memory 
rather than de visu). 


At first, Nietzsche’s influence prolonged Schopenhauer’s, but his affirma- 
tive reinterpretation of the notion of “will” quickly opened a chasm be- 
tween his theory of Art and that of his master. His aesthetics of the “will 
to power” was to play a central role in most of the avant-garde movements 
of the early twentieth century: the artistic-political activism of Expression- 
ism, Futurism, Neo-Plasticism, and Constructivism owes a great deal to 
the Nietzschean conception of Art as an expression of the elementary vital 
force and to Alois Riegl’s proposed reinterpretation of the will to power as 
a will to art. To differing degrees, we thus find the Nietzschean legacy in 
Le Corbusier, van Doesburg, Mondrian, the representatives of the 
Bauhaus, Mies van der Rohe, et al.5 The omnipresence of the expression: 
“We will . . .” and its typographical emphasis is a striking characteristic of 
the avant-garde manifestos of the period. We find it, for example, in 
Malevitch’s manifesto OUNOVIS (1919-1920), which begins this way: 
“WE WILL modernity to become the life of the form of our strength. WE 
WILL our energy to be devoted to the creation of our new forms.”' Simi- 
larly, in Oskar Schlemmer’s programmatic text for the first Bauhaus expo- 
sition (1923), we read: “We are! We will! And we create!” The notion 
even serves as a title for a publication, the review Vouloir (“Will”), to 
which Mondrian among others contributed. This almost obsessive volun- 
tarism is connected with the idea that the avant-garde artist is the “new 
man, "D the prefiguration of the Nietzschean Overman; some people saw in 
the mass death during the First World War the bloody upheaval that ac- 
cording to Nietzsche was to accompany the birth of the Superman. Fi- 
nally, the idea of an aestheticization of reality—an idea central to avant- 
garde projects because it allowed them to establish a link between their 
artistic programs and social revolution—also derives from Nietzsche’s 
philosophy and in particular from his claim that reality is justified only as 
an aesthetic phenomenon. 


Nonetheless, the connection of the avant-garde movements with the tradi- 
tion of the speculative theory of Art cannot be limited to Nietzschean phi- 
losophy. Their fundamental utopian impulse, which was both spiritual 
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and aesthetic in nature, reactualizes just as much the originary moment 
of the sacralization of Art, namely the dreams of Jena romanticism: the 
very project of an artistic avant-garde, an eminently historicist project, 
sinks its roots into the depths of the tradition we have analyzed. Thus we 
find in many forms of avant-gardism—especially in Suprematism or in 
Mondrian—the double orientation so typical of the speculative theory: the 
idea that the ultimate goal of Art is to bring to light its own essence and the 
messianic utopianism of an aestheticization of reality in which the arts 
would end up disappearing. 

For Malevitch, for example, there are two types of painting: the old— 
representational—and the new—nonrepresentational. Between the two 
there is an unbridgeable gap: “The innovators of the contemporary age 
must create a new age. An age such that it is not contiguous with the old 
one on any side.”!9 This radical rupture is legitimated by the fact that only 
the new painting—Cubism, Futurism, and their Suprematist outcome—is 
in search of the essence of art: “art has divided itself into two basic parts: 
some [artists] have become representational (Concretists), easel painters 
and reflectors of the mode of life without having illuminated the essence of 
art; others have become nonrepresentational (Abstractionists) after hav- 
ing illuminated the essence of art and having abandoned portraiture and 
reflecting the mode of life.”?° Contrary to traditional artists, the new artist 
“expresses not the illusion, but the new real Reality,”?! which is the “fusion 
of the world with the artist”?? made possible when painting becomes au- 
totelic, or a “pictorial self-cause.”?3 As an ontological revelation, Supre- 
matist art is thus a philosophical art: “This system, hard, cold, without a 
smile, is set in movement by philosophical thought, or rather it is in this 
system that its real strength henceforth moves.” Thus Suprematism is 
carried beyond art, toward philosophy, but also—and for that very rea- 
son, given the topos of the foundational character of philosophical dis- 
course for the human community—toward the transformation of life: 
“Our ateliers no longer paint pictures, they construct the forms of life.”*5 

The metaphysics that Malevitch’s art claims to reveal is largely inspired 
by Schopenhauer. His claim that the “real Reality” to which the Suprema- 
tist painter accedes is the “world-without-object” situated beyond the 
schism between the subjective and the objective is directly inspired by 
Schopenhauer’s conception of aesthetic vision as an abolition of the 
schism between subject and object. Troels Andersen, the editor of the En- 
glish translations of Malevitch’s texts, even thinks that some of them de- 
rive directly from the subdivisions of The World as Will and Idea: in the 
case of the fragmentary autobiography, the numbering of Malevitch’s 
manuscript is supposed to correspond to that of the relevant paragraph in 
Schopenhauer’s book 2p Just as interesting is the relationship between 
Malevitch’s conceptions and Heidegger’s: in their prefaces to the French 
translations of Malevitch’s writings, Jean-Claude Marcadé and Emmanuel 
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Martineau have no difficulty in establishing connections between Male- 
vitch’s philosophy of the “nothing” and the negative theology of the “con- 
cealment of Being” promoted by Heidegger.?7 Martineau concludes that 
Malevitch discovered in advance “what Heideggerian phenomenology 
later put into words.”?° For my part, I doubt that Malevitch’s reflections 
really gain much by being compared with the philosophically much more 
powerful work of Heidegger; I even fear that thereby they lose much of 
their true interest, that is, their complex but primordial relation with 
Malevitch’s pictorial practice. The relationships are undeniable, but 
Martineau and Marcadeé discover no less close links between Malevitch and 
Nietzsche, Schelling, and Jakob Boehme, and this is equally revealing: 
these three authors are also important sources of inspiration for Hei- 
degger, which seems to me to show simply that Heidegger and Malevitch 
participate in the same doxa, that of the speculative theory of Art. 

Malevitch’s case shows that the artistic theories of the avant-gardes are 
literally “over-determined” by the tradition of the sacralization of Art, to 
the point that the search for precise sources is probably illusory in many 
cases: one is confronted by an immense textual patchwork. Mondrian, for 
example—but one can say the same of Kandinsky—draws most of his 
philosophy from theosophy, particularly from the writings of Blavatsky 
and Steiner. Now theosophy is a syncretic mysticism that cheerfully mixes 
conceptions deriving from Nietzsche (the theory of the new man), Hegel 
(evolutionism), the romantics, the Illuminists (Jakob Boehme), and the 
Neoplatonists. The fact that we find in Mondrian—and more generally in 
the writings of the De Stijl movement—echoes of the thought of Schopen- 
hauer, Nietzsche, and Hegel thus does not necessarily prove that he actu- 
ally read these philosophers. In the first issue of the review De Stijl we read 
for example this quotation from Plotinus—which could just as well be 
taken from Schopenhauer: “Art is above nature, because it expresses the 
ideas of which objects in nature are only the defective simulacra. The art- 
ist, relying solely on his own resources, rises above capricious reality. ”?9 
Similarly, when Mondrian dedicates Elementary Visualism (1921) to “fu- 
ture men,” he incontestably adopts a Nietzschean perspective: but the lat- 
ter is so much “in the air” at the time that we are not in any way obliged 
to conclude that he had read the philosopher’s works. 

As for Kandinsky, we know that he was familiar with theosophy, and 
also with Schopenhauer’s works. Thus his theory of colors is largely in- 
spired by that of Schopenhauer (who in turn goes back to Goethe’s 
Farbenlehre); in the same way, the term “internal necessity,” which plays 
a central role in his essentialist theory, is undoubtedly borrowed from the 
author of The World as Will and Idea. However, when he says that “the 
effect of internal necessity, and therefore the development of art, is a 
progressive exteriorization of the objective-eternal into the subjective- 
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temporal,”3° he combines Schopenhauer’s concept with another, indebted 
to Schelling or Hegel, of historical evolution (for Schopenhauer history is 
only pure superficial appearance and not the progressive exteriorization of 
internal necessity). Should one conclude from this that Kandinsky had ` 
read the German idealists? There seems to be no direct proof that he had, 
and Cheetham quite rightly observes that he could very well have encoun- 
tered Hegelian dialectical evolutionism in “one of its countless derivative 
embodiments”? that are found in the aesthetic writings around the turn of 
the century. 

The family resemblance between Malevitch, Mondrian, and Kandinsky 
is not limited to their common philosophical-mystical horizon. It can be 
shown more precisely that these three artists—whose pictorial works are 
so dissimilar—legitimate their practices by means of shared principles 
that are part of the “stock” of the speculative theory of Art. Five of these 
seem to me particularly important: 

a) The finality of artistic activity resides in the realization/discovery of 
the essence of art. I have already cited Malevitch, who claims that nonrep- 
resentational artists are guided by the essence of painting. Similarly, 
Kandinsky defines abstract art as the will “to represent . . . only the Inter- 
nal Essence, through the elimination of all external contingency. "2 

b) The essence of art resides in its self-referential elements: in the case 
of painting, this “pictorial self-cause” (Malevitch) is composed of light, 
the forms and colors in their purely pictorial reality, independent of any 
representational function. In his “An Analysis of the Basic Elements of 
Painting” (1913), Kandinsky defines painting as a language that has its 
own vocabulary (the basic pictorial elements) and grammar (the laws of 
composition).33 And Theo van Doesburg was to write in 1930: “The picture 
must be entirely constructed with purely visual elements, that is, with 
planes and colors. A pictorial element has no other meaning than ‘itself,’ 
and hence the picture has no other meaning than ‘itself.’ ”34 

c) Paradoxically—as in the romantics—this self-referentiality of artistic 
language makes it capable of revealing “real Reality.” According to 
Kandinsky, the new artist touches, “under nature’s skin, its essence, its 
‘content’: by becoming self-referential, painting reveals natura naturans, 
for “the two domains produce their works in an identical way”35 Mon- 
drian, for his part, maintains that his painting makes the Universal sensu- 
ous, and more precisely that his oppositional system (at the level of forms 
and colors) realizes the equilibrium of the fundamental dualities of this 
Universal, for example the duality of masculine and feminine, that of ma- 
terial and immaterial, and so on.3° 

d) Art’s discovery and realization of its own essence are necessary evo- 
lutionary facts, in other words, the history of art is governed by a teleo- 
logical evolution. Arp and Lissitsky’s influential book, The Isms of Art, 
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published in 1924 in a trilingual English-German-French edition, thus 
proposes a history of modern art conceived as a series of movements tak- 
ing their place in a continuous progress. The idea is also found in most of 
the avant-garde artists: the supposed progress from Impressionism to ab- 
stract art by way of Cubism is a veritable commonplace of the period, as 
is the more general historical schema that postulates a progress from rep- 
resentation to nonrepresentation—the latter progress being conceived, of 
course, as a fundamental rupture, not only in art, but more generally in 
the spiritual evolution of humanity. 

e) Artistic evolution culminates in an eschatology that brings about an 
absolute synthesis of society and art. According to Malevitch, as we have 
seen, the new artists create forms of life rather than pictures. And Mon- 
drian writes in 1919-1920: “The pure plastic vision must construct a new 
society, just as in Art it has constructed a New Piasticity.”37 And for 
Kandinsky, “the great period of abstract art that has just begun, the fun- 
damental revolution that turns the history of art upside down, counts 
among the most important forerunners of the spiritual revolution that I 
once called the period of the Great Spiritualists.”3° It is through this mes- 
sianism that for a few years the artistic avant-gardes thought they could 
identify themselves with the program of a social revolution that was fed 
by a dream of the same kind. This misunderstanding was quickly dissi- 
pated, and artists found themselves called upon to choose between their 
art and communist doctrine: it is to the credit of Kandinsky and Mon- 
drian, for example, that they never abandoned their artistic demands, 
though they had to scale them back a bit so far as their messianic hopes 
were concerned.39 

If this last aspect of the avant-garde program quickly collapsed, the first 
four continued to nourish the history of modern art up until at least the 
1960s, for example in the very influential writings of Clement Greenberg. 
And in a certain way, minimalist art and conceptual art still adhere to this 
program. Moreover, if the syncretism and eclecticism that have invaded 
the art world since the 1960s are actually associated with what Yves 
Michaud has called the “paradigm of disorientation,”4° the fact that the 
art world continues to “advance” through “movements,” even if they are 
increasingly ephemeral, shows that the evolutionist paradigm continues to 
function, even if in a void: works are always situated in the framework of 
a strategy of historical action. It is just that we no longer find ourselves in 
a teleological motion but rather a Brownian motion. 


Finally, what was Heidegger’s role in the penetration of the art world by 
the speculative theory of Art? His influence was and continues to be con- 
siderable, at least in France, directly through his writings, but just as 
much or even more through the adoption of his ideas by other philoso- 
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phers (the deconstructionist trend that exacerbates the Heideggerian idea 
of a dialogue between thought and Art), by critics (for example, Maurice 
Blanchot*), and even poets (for example, René Char). Moreover, 
Heideggerian philosophy is often used to reformulate artists’ indigenous 
theories: I have noted that Martineau and Marcadé proposed a translation 
of Malevitch’s conceptions into the Heideggerian idiom, at the risk of priv- 
ileging the commonplaces at the expense of more concrete—and, from the 
pictorial point of view, more interesting—aspects. By doing so, they are 
moreover only repeating Heidegger’s appropriation of a Holderlinian leg- 
acy—with the same result: a celebratory discourse that neglects the actual 
complexity of the relations between the theoretical project and the work. 
But rather than dilating on this illusory aggiornamento of the speculative 
theory constituted by its earlier formulations in Heideggerian vocabulary, 
I prefer to focus on the relations—which are far more interesting—be- 
tween Heideggerian thought and the conceptions of René Char. 

These relations are complex, for Char was not influenced by Heidegger: 
it is rather a matter of an encounter in the common terrain of the sacraliza- 
tion of poetry. In fact, the situation is exemplary so far as the hegemony of 
the speculative theory of Art in the artistic domain is concerned. Char’s 
poetic work owes practically nothing to Heidegger: Char was already an 
accomplished poet when he first became acquainted with the philoso- 
pher’s ideas.43 But it is nonetheless clear that on many points his preoccu- 
pations coincide with those of the German author: hostility with regard to 
science and technology,+ the conception of truth as a revelation escaping 
any kind of calculation, and the importance accorded Heraclitus’s philos- 
ophy and Nietzsche’s thought. It is true that on other points—and this 
shows that each writer’s thought is independent of the other’s—they are 
moving in very different directions: Char accords no importance to history 
and nothing indicates that he shares Heidegger’s fascination with Greece; 
inversely, one cannot find in Heidegger’s writings the slightest trace of the 
Sadian philosophy that plays such a great role for the French poet. 

We encounter the same complex situation in the more specifically poetic 
domain. Thus the basic orientation of Char’s poems is far removed from 
Holderlin’s preoccupations—in which Heidegger situates the very essence 
of poetry: the search for the (Greek) origin, tragic historicism, and the 
painful consciousness of living in a transitional period, the theme of the 
poet at the establisher of a people’s historicity— all these aspects that the 
philosopher emphasizes in Hölderlin are virtually absent in Char’s work. 
In other respects, however, the image of poetry that emerges from Char’s 
work is very close to that proposed by Heidegger: an “unexpected and fifth 
element,”45 it is a revelation of the truth,#° it precedes action,‘7 it subordi- 
nates itself to the divine by accepting the latter’s concealment, it says the 
sharing-out, the division of Being, it dwells in the lightning flash, “the 
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heart of the eternal,”48 that causes an “entirely satisfactory presence” to 
rise up, “the inextinguishable, uncreated real.”49 For Char as well, poetry 
is an ecstatic revelation of an ontological order. To be sure, as Eric Marty 
rightly observes, this ontological revelation is itself recuperated in a still 
more fundamental revelation, of a hermetic order: beyond a meditation on 
Being and the concealment of Being, it emerges in an alchemical and kab- 
balistic reflection on Creation, “on the foundational rift of the being as 
creature. "SC But if these hermetic concerns distance the author of La Nuit 
talismanique from Heidegger, they only anchor him all the more strongly 
in the tradition of the speculative theory of Art: hermetic thought was a 
central preoccupation of the latter’s originary phase, the romanticism of 
Jena (we have only to think of Novalis’s conception of poetry as a “secret 
code”). Finally, by including the Heidegger-inspired interpretation of his 
poetry by Jean Beaufret among the “Etudes critiques” (“Critical Studies”) 
collected in his Oeuvres completes, Char obviously invites the reader to read 
him from the viewpoint of the author of The Origin of the Work of Art. 
There is no need to add that, given Char’s importance, these conceptions 
have largely determined modern French poetry’s self-representation. 

We could prolong indefinitely the list of twentieth-century artists and 
writers who place themselves in the heritage of the tradition that we have 
just analyzed: I sought only to show that the sacralization of Art has more 
or less imbued a large part of modern artistic and literary life, constituting 
a sort of theoretical horizon of expectations for the art world for almost 
two hundred years. 


THE SPECULATIVE THEORY op ART AS A PERSUASIVE DEFINITION: 
CONCERNING “MODERNIST” HISTORICISM 


Whatever one thinks of the speculative theory of Art as an artistic ideal, it 
must also be judged as an aesthetic theory: as a definitional procedure, it 
also has cognitive pretensions, and these pretensions deserve to be evalu- 
ated with respect to their own value. We have been able to see that the 
definitions of essence it proposes are in reality always hidden evaluative 
propositions: far from describing the arts, the speculative theory con- 
structs an artistic ideal. In other words, the term “Art” does not refer to a 
descriptive object: it is the correlate of an evaluative ideal. Now in the case 
of an ideal (as in that of a norm), the question is not whether it is true or 
false, but whether it is desirable or not. One therefore commits a category 
error when one seeks to accord a constitutive status (for the arts) to evalu- 
ative principles thus developed. The most prominent symptom of this 
error in categorization is that the authors | have analyzed are all obliged 
to undertake massive exclusions, to distinguish between “true art” and 
“false art,” between works that deserve to be called “work of art” and 
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those that do not, and which will therefore be excluded from the domain 
thus delimited—even though from a descriptive point of view (for exam- 
ple, from the point of view of a semiotic, institutional, historical, or func- 
tional analysis) the excluded works actually belong to the same domain as ` 
the privileged works. 

To bring out a little more clearly the difference that separates a descrip- 
tive theory from an evaluative theory, | shall use Charles L. Stevenson’s 
notion of “persuasive definition.”5' Generally speaking, a persuasive defi- 
nition has two characteristic traits: first, it expresses a feeling (an attitude) 
with respect to the object, and hence it implies an evaluation; secondly, its 
descriptive component has a persuasive function, in the sense that it seeks 
to make others share the evaluative attitude adopted. Now this seems to 
me to be the status of the speculative theory of Art: 

a) Its first step consists in using the term “art” in an evaluative sense 
and in endowing it with a laudatory function: this is what | have called the 
“sacralization of Art.” The term thus takes on an emotive signification: it 
expresses the speaker's positive attitude with regard to objects to which 
the term is attached. The oppositions between Art and the sciences, or 
between Art and empirical life, have no function other than providing a 
basis for this laudatory function of the term. The same goes for the close 
connections postulated between Art and religion (among the romantics 
and in Hegel), between Art and wisdom (Schopenhauer) or the will to 
power (Nietzsche), between Art and “thought” (Heidegger): in all these 
cases it is a matter of anchoring the term in a valorized and valorizing 
field. Adorno’s assertion that only successful works are works of art trans- 
forms this confusion into an explicit principle. 

b) The second step is more decisive: by claiming to reduce the descrip- 
tive meaning of the term “art” to the evaluative definition it proposes, the 
speculative theory of Art in fact proposes to endow the term with a new 
denotation, its extension being henceforth limited to works that show 
themselves to be in conformity with the evaluative definition. The exten- 
sional domain of the arts is thus abusively identified with the field of the 
works, the genres, and the types of art to which the theoretician accords a 
positive aesthetic value. Whereas a descriptive definition of the arts ought 
to analyze the usual definition of the term by bracketing the scale of val- 
ues peculiar to the analyst, the speculative theory of Art proposes a new 
terminological convention based on an evaluative definition. In other 
words, the denotative—descriptive—dimension of the definitions pro- 
posed is determined by an antecedent evaluation. Through its attempt to 
make its interlocutors accept the change in linguistic usage it proposes, the 
speculative theory of Art tries to make them share the attitude that its 
laudatory use of the term “Art” expresses, that is, to develop in them the 
specific artistic ideal in the light of which it thinks works should be evalu- 
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ated. That artists make use of definitions in this way is understandable: 
they want to promote their project, and all means to that end are good— 
even those that lead the art world into error. One cannot say the same of 
those whose goal is—or should be—cognitive. 

Saying that the speculative theory proposes an evaluative definition 
does not imply that it lacks any descriptive component. In analyzing 
Kant’s aesthetics, I emphasized the fact that aesthetic judgment is not de- 
scriptively empty: when I assert that “x is beautiful,” I express a certain 
attitude, to be sure, but if someone contradicts me or asks me why I find 
the object in question beautiful, the reasons I will give will be in general 
this or that property that the work actually possesses, or at least that I 
believe it possesses. More concretely, the descriptions associated with my 
evaluative judgment can show others which objectal traits are the cause of 
my pleasure, just as they can reveal to others properties they had not per- 
ceived, and which once discovered may lead them to share my judgment. 
But we have also seen that none of the associated descriptions can endow 
the evaluative judgment with a general cognitive legitimacy, since the 
properties noted as pertinent are not chosen with a view to description, but 
as justifying an evaluation: they serve as a posteriori reasons explaining or 
legitimating my attitude with regard to the object. This is shown by the 
commonplace fact that my interlocutor can both acknowledge that the 
work possesses the properties in question and nonetheless continue to 
deny that it is beautiful or successful: the evaluation is never reducible to 
the justifying description, even if the latter has no functional value except 
in relationship to it. 

The speculative theory of Art therefore commits a double error: on one 
hand its descriptive basis is not neutral but functionally dependent on a 
prior evaluation; on the other hand, contrary to an implicit presupposi- 
tion, its evaluation is not reducible to a justifying description, since even 
while accepting the latter one can still deny the former. If one wants to 
describe the nature of art, one cannot reduce it to a subset chosen by virtue 
of an evaluative criterion: “unsuccessful” works, that is, ones that are not 
in conformity to the evaluative criterion selected (whatever it is), partici- 
pate in the nature of art (belong to the same “making”) just as much as do 
the “valid” works (to adopt Heidegger’s term). If an artistic ideal is pro- 
posed we enter into another discursive practice, that of aesthetic judg- 
ment—and ihe latter is irreducible to any descriptive judgment, and a 
fortiori it cannot ground a description of the essence or nature of art. 

However, in this form the opposition oversimplifies the actual rela- 
tions between description and evaluation. Artistic practices are complex 
cultural activities, and their complexity is due in part to the easily self- 
referential character of their theorization: any descriptive analysis can be 
transformed into a project or program, for human behaviors are often 
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modeled to some extent on the socially accepted theories of these same 
behaviors. Theory thus becomes a pragmatic horizon of expectation, and 
it may—under favorable circumstances—become a self-fulfilling proph- 
ecy. This phenomenon is moreover strengthened by the fact that every 
description cannot help but be partial (and that also goes, of course, for 
my own reconstruction of the speculative theory of Art): there is no cogni- 
tive transparency, and we can approach the world only by choosing a 
perspective, which is always particular, limited, and unilateral. Now this 
perspective is itself often particularly motivated by our attitude (or our 
desires) with regard to actual reality (in our domain, this can be for in- 
stance an artistic ideal that one would like to promote, or artistic problems 
with which one is confronted). When our inquiry concerns intentional 
facts, its self-referential potential (and thus the fact that our present be- 
havior may be modeled on the description of the past, whether to extend 
it or to break with it) may change the illocutionary force of the explana- 
tory model, which ceases to be descriptive and becomes prescriptive: when 
this change in the illocutionary force is overlooked, a theory can consider 
(mistakenly) that it has predictive force, and thus find itself strengthened 
(equally mistakenly) so far as its retrospective pertinence is concerned. 

The constructions of the history of modern art that have accepted the 
paradigm of the speculative theory of Art have pushed this self-referential 
drift (and the misunderstandings it implies) to its maximum intensity. 
Indeed, they all postulate an internal history of art and claim that Art is 
determined in and through its relation to a history that is supposed to be 
an essential reflexive dimension in artistic creation itself.5* 

By “internal history,” I mean a history that guides the activity of its 
subjects, according to a teleological and self-referential dynamics. For an 
artistic activity to have a history of this kind, it is therefore not enough for 
it to have a past. What is at stake here is a very special reflexive relation to 
this past: it is established as a narrative capable of both legitimating and 
constraining present practice (positively or negatively) insofar as the per- 
tinence of its own subjects is concerned. The past has to be seen as having 
a constraining power qua history, and thus qua directional narrative (and 
not, for example, as a simple positive or negative model). In addition, we 
find the idea of a historical progress and more precisely of an artistic au- 
toteleology, and thus of an internal goal: for example, we have seen how 
romanticism postulates that the object of literature is literature itself, and 
that therefore its ultimate goal, which guides the history of its progress, 
resides in the realization of its internal essence—each generation being 
called upon to take its place in this historical task and to carry it further 
than the preceding generation. 

Only such an autoteleological historicism makes possible the establish- 
ment of an internal history as a motivating factor for artistic practice. As 
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soon as an art is taken up into such an internal eschatology, the possibili- 
ties that are open to the individual artist tend to be circumscribed by how 
far the art he practices has advanced historically: the motto “we can no 
longer do what we used to do” becomes an absolute imperative, because it 
is linked to a mission that believes itself constrained by the “objective” 
essence of the art in question. At the same time the complex, multiple, 
contradictory, and differential historicity of artistic practices is reduced to 
the linear history of a collective project that the community of artists sets 
for itself and in the resolution of which everyone is called upon to partici- 
pate. Every art that develops in accord with such a collective historical 
project obviously has a very specific evolutionary curve, characterized by 
the existence of a great internal tension. 

One might object that the visual arts at least were already governed by 
this kind of model before the birth of the tradition I have analyzed— 
namely in the art of the Italian Renaissance described by Vasari.53 One 
might also note that the Aristotelian conception of the evolution of Greek 
tragedy is governed by the same paradigm of a teleological history that 
happens to be fulfilled in the realization of the “nature” of the genre 
(achieved by Sophocles). But in these two cases the situation differs from 
that of “modernist” essentialism. On one hand, Aristotle’s point of view, 
like Vasari’s, is retrospective; they base their conclusions on an evolution 
that they believe has reached its end. On the other hand, in “modernist” 
historicism the prospective dimension is essential: the past is not a com- 
pleted model, it only represents the first steps of a future evolution. To be 
sure, this prospective dimension is not always present in the speculative 
theory of Art, since the Hegelian vision is retrospective. It is, however, 
present as soon as the theory functions in the modern art world: an artist 
can do nothing with a retrospective theory; what interests an artist is an 
artistic project. A second difference is still more important: Vasari and 
Aristotle defined the nature of painting (and of tragedy) by a relational 
function, mimesis (the visual representation of reality, or imitation of 
human actions). The supposed “nature” of painting or tragedy resided in 
a cognitive ideal dictated by an external horizon of expectations (the vis- 
ual world, human actions), functioning as independent data to which art 
is supposed to be “faithful.” The essentialism of the pictorial avant- 
gardes, on the other hand, ended up in an autoteleological purism that 
tried to reduce art to what were taken to be its fundamental internal com- 
ponents. This kind of attempt could have no other outcome than the eva- 
nescence of the pictorial object itself: the “components” of an intentional 
object can be fundamental (or secondary) only in relation to the function 
(whether this is representational, decorative, or something else) it is sup- 
posed to fulfill. As soon as one denies all such functions (which was the 
case in the most radical variants of the abstractionist project), one is in- 
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volved in an endless movement, for an intentional object has no purely 
internal essential (or secondary) properties—since its “nature” is func- 
tional. Hence every “minimalism” can be pushed further: for Mondrian, 
the essence of painting can be reduced to horizontals and verticals as well 
as to pure colors; Malevitch reduces it to the monochrome surface; concep- 
tual art, for its part, makes it evaporate into a pure object of thought. 

Let me make it clear that I am not in any way questioning the pictorial 
quality of Mondrian’s or Malevitch’s works, nor the interest of certain con- 
ceptual works: what is at issue here is the logical viability of the legitima- 
tion that governs them. At the risk of repeating myself, I remind the reader 
that a work cannot be reduced to its legitimations:5 the confection of a 
picture, a text, or a musical work has to do with a processual intentionality 
inseparable from the artist’s encounter with the medium worked in; it 
cannot be reduced to a preceding intention that the work is supposed to 
realize more or less successfully.55 This being the case, an incoherent theo- 
retical motivation may very well enter into the confection of a great work: 
even when it constitutes the initial motivation of the artist, it will be only 
one of many causal factors that interact in the actual creation.5° Simply, it 
will then be found that the artist turns out to have created (at least in part) 
something other than what he had intended to create (and thought he was 
creating). To relativize the causal power of theory does not amount to 
denying it, especially in its trans-individual functioning, that is, insofar as 
it governs the connections among works: for example, I am persuaded that 
it is because of its historicist autoteleology that modern painting did not 
come to a halt, stuck in academicism (as happened after Vasari, whose 
conceptions were codified by the Academies), but rather sought its self- 
dissolution—masterfully dramatized by Marcel Duchamp5?—at the very 
moment when the avant-garde utopias were strongest. 

Another point is just as important: this evolutionary model has no gen- 
eral value. Svetlana Alpers, for example, notes very rightly that the con- 
ception of an essentially progressive art (she is thinking of Vasari, but this 
is even more true of the historicisin of the speculative theory of Art) is an 
exception rather than the rule: “Most artistic traditions mark what persists 
and is sustaining, not what is changing, in culture.”5° Thus even the ca- 
nonical arts, that is, those whose recent development is governed by the 
schema of internal historicization, are far from having always been so gov- 
erned: we need only to think of Dutch painting, literature when it was 
governed by the principle of imitatio, or tonal music. Moreover, as soon as 
one moves even slightly away from the beaten paths and accepts the obvi- 
ous but too-often forgotten truth that the anthropological domain of artis- 
tic practices is not limited to the canonical arts (in fact, canonized in the 
nineteenth century), the model of a teleological evolution is completely 
inadequate: artistic practices as important as landscape gardening, pot- 
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tery, clothing design, and others—in fact, all the applied and decorative 
arts—have never been governed by this model. The same can be said 
about art outside Europe; think of the historical evolution of the Japanese 
print, one of the great achievements of engraving on wood. Its history 
extends over some three centuries: moving from Moronobu’s crudeness to 
Harunobu’s compositional mastery, then to Utamaro’s sensuality, Ho- 
kusai’s powerful draftsmanship, or Hiroshige’s poetic atmosphere, the 
practice of the ukiyo-e underwent many changes, and even experienced a 
inajor technical and aesthetic shift with the perfecting of the polychrome 
print toward the middle of the eighteenth century. And yet it does not 
include autoteleological reflexivity in the historicist sense of the term: the 
properly artistic evolution of ukiyo-e results from the conjoint interaction 
of multiple factors, particularly the variability of the public’s demands, of 
the artists’ temperaments and tastes, of the refinement of printing tech- 
niques, and so on. In other words, it is an evolution with multiple motiva- 
tions, dispersed over a vast social, aesthetic, and ideological field without 
auy effort on the part of the artists or art-lovers to wrench it away from 
this “impurity” and to anchor it in an internal teleological history. 

But examples lie closer to hand: the art of photography has an evolu- 
tionary profile of the same type. We know that for several decades it has 
become increasingly museum-ized. Since this embalming is in general 
done by museums of modern art, the strategy of legitimation is often that 
of “modernist” art. “The Invention of Art,” an exposition covering the first 
fifty years of photography organized at the Pompidou Center in Paris, is a 
perfect example of this procedure intended to anchor photography in the 
domain of the visual arts and of its teleological historicity. That is ne 
doubt why the organizers chose to introduce the visitor to their own expo- 
sition by making him first pass through a room devoted to Peter Galassi’s 
famous exposition Before Photography—which seeks to demonstrate “ev- 
idence” to support the claim that there is a continuity between the analyt- 
ical view in painting and the photographic image. However, the thesis is 
debatable; its “demonstration,” as Rosalind Krauss has pointed out, is 
based on the biased choice of paintings and photographs considered perti- 
nent.59 By choosing other photographs (from the same period), it would 
have been just as possible (and even easier) to prove the opposite thesis. As 
for the exposition devoted to the history of photographic art proper, it lent 
an extreme privilege to the photographic projects connected with avant- 
garde movements in the domain of the canonical arts—whence also the 
implicit claim that contemporary photography biends into the visual 
arts—illustrated by the fact that in museums the “contemporary” rooms 
were largely devoted to the works of artists using the medium of photogra- 
phy. In other words, the exposition had room only for facts consistent with 
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the model of a teleological history leaning on that of the visual arts. Within 
the period covered by “The Invention of an Art,” the choices were com- 
pletely biased and there was a notable total absence of the pictorial move- 
ment, of American landscape photography, the French “realistic” school, 
the great works associated with the Magnum agency, and so on. Far from 
bearing fair witness to the actual evolution of the artistic practices of pho- 
tography, the exposition sought to rewrite history, the end being clearly to 
annex photography, to absorb it into “modern art.” 

In reality, the historicity of the artistic practice of photography is cer- 
tainly closer to that of the ukiyo-e than to that of avant-garde Western 
painting. To study it historically requires us to abandon the model that 
has governed the recent history of the institutionalization of the canonical 
arts in the West. If it is possible to read the history of painting in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries in part as the story of a series of move- 
ments and avant-gardes taking their place in a progressing teleology, this 
kind of attempt is doomed to fail in the case of photography: the domain 
of the images and the works considered aesthetically pertinent forms an 
irremediably heterogeneous (or even miscellaneous) field. One factor that 
has no doubt opposed its autoteleological historicization is the constrain- 
ing power of its particular semiotic and pragmatic status. This power is 
such that even when the photographic image is integrated into a pictorial 
composition, as sometimes happens in the works of artists using the me- 
dium of photography, it continues to dominate: it makes a solid mass in its 
pictorial surroundings. Now let us not forget that this semiotic status has 
remained the same since the beginning of photography.°° Thus we can 
place side by side an image from the 1840s and a contemporary snapshot 
without experiencing a basic historical gap: the two images easily fit into 
a single semiotic horizon, and the one hundred and fifty years that sepa- 
rate them do not force us to accommodate our vision differently in passing 
from one to the other. On the other hand, in the pictorial domain, the last 
two centuries are filled with so many profound ruptures that one cannot 
approach in the same way a canvas from the beginning of the nineteenth 
century and a contemporary picture: between the two dates, the system of 
the visual arts’ coordinates and the hermeneutic coordinates have under- 
gone several successive revolutions. Looking side by side at Goya’s “3 May 
1808” and one of the pictures in Robert Motherwell’s series “Elegies to the 
Spanish Republic,” or a sculpture like Rodin’s “Thinker” and Richard 
Serra’s “Tilted Arc” implies in each case a complete revolution in our way 
of seeing, in our expectations and modes of approach, whereas a picture 
like Gustave Le Gray’s “Etude d’arbres” could easily take its place along- 
side a landscape photo from our own time. There would certainly be sig- 
nificant differences—technical, aesthetic, and others—between the two 
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pictures. One cannot confuse them, or ignore the historical duration that 
separates them: but these differences operate within a stable semiotic hori- 
zon, whereas it is not the same for the paintings and sculptures mentioned. 

An additional confirmation of nonhistoricist evolution can be found in 
the fact that the development of photography is not characterized by a 
progression, but rather by a series of oscillations, due particularly to the 
constantly renewed tension between the pictorial element and straight 
photography. It seems to me very difficult to see in this a teleological evo- 
lution going from a more or less naive realism toward a sort of meta- 
photography that would eventually absorb photography into the visual 
arts. That does not mean that there is no evolution or maturation in the art 
of photography. For instance, contrary to what was still the case in the 
pictorialism of the beginning of the century, today photographers no 
longer believe—and neither does their public—that in order to achieve 
artistic status they have to “beautify”; this liberates photography from the 
imitation of academic painting. But this evolution, if it bears witness to a 
maturation of the artistic reflection, is also in large part an indirect effect 
of technical progress: the increased sensitivity of films and automatization 
and motorization have led to a major acceleration in the taking of photo- 
graphs; hence the photographer’s conscious examination often comes after 
the image, which distances the photographic act from the phantasm of 
“beautiful” pictorial composition. 

In view of the current decline of the historicist and essentialist model in 
the canonical arts, the art of photography, which used te seem atypical 
and even deficient, reveals itself to be more “normal” than it appeared, 
especially if we finally agree to enlarge the artistic horizon to include the 
“minor” creative practices that were marginalized by the historicist per- 
spective. Hence the question of its status with respect to the canonical arts 
loses its importance. It was too long believed that belonging to a canonical 
art was synonymous with a particular artistic dignity: in other words, it 
was hoped that the question of artistic value could be reduced to that of 
the historical-institutional status of works. Confronted with a photo, as by 
any other sort of work, the important question is not so much whether it 
is art, but whether it is a photo (a painting, a poem, etc.) that is worth 
spending some time on—and we must answer this question for ourselves. 


AESTHETICS AND ART 


The reader will probably object that I have just carelessly used the term 
“art of photography,” applying it to practices (for example, to the images 
made by reporters) whose status is ambiguous to say the least. Criticizing 
Galassi’s interpretation of nineteenth-century topographical photography 
as a continuation of the analytical pictorial view, Rosalind Krauss notes: 
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In deciding that the place for nineteenth-century landscape photography was 
in museums, that the genres of aesthetic discourse could be applied to it, and 
that the model of art history was well suited to it, contemporary specialists in 
photography went much too far, much too fast. First, they concluded that ` 
certain images were landscapes (rather than views, that is, photographic im- 
ages) and henceforth no longer had any doubt as to the kind of discourse to 
which these images belonged or what they represented. Next . . . they deter- 
mined that it was possible to apply to the visual archive other fundamental 
concepts of aesthetic discourse. These concepts include that of the artist, 
along with the associated idea of the kind of continuous, intentional progres- 
sion that we call a career. Another of these concepts is the possibility of a 
coherence and meaning that are supposed to emerge from this collective cor- 
pus, and that would in this way constitute the unity of an genre D 


This objection is connected with a more general problem that was taken 
up by Kant but forgotten by the speculative theory of Art: that of the 
distinction between aesthetic facts and artistic facts, as well as that of the 
possible relationships between them. Krauss does not seem to me to give a 
really satisfying reply. Saying that nineteenth-century photographs hang- 
ing today in museums were not motivated by an artistic intention in the 
institutional sense of the term does not settle the question of their aesthetic 
status—Krauss herself refers to the “great formal beauty”®? of the images 
made by the landscape photographer Auguste Salzmann. In fact, she does 
not distinguish clearly enough between the aesthetic dimension and the 
artistic dimension, it going without saying that this distinction itself must 
be refined to do justice to the complexity of aesthetic facts. 

In a preliminary way, one could say that the notion of art refers to a 
human activity that produces specific objects or events—the problem ob- 
viously being to determine what this specificity consists in. As for the aes- 
thetic domain, one may say that it is that of an emotive and evaluative 
attitude: we can adopt such an attitude with regard to works of art, but 
also with regard to other sources of perceptual and intellectual stimula- 
tion. This distinction might be extended by that between aesthetic judg- 
ment (which bears on a stimulus independently of any concern with its 
intentional or “natural” status) and artistic judgment in the strong sense 
of the term (implying that an intentionality and the relations between that 
intentionality and the object are taken into account). That is roughly the 
result at which I arrived in my assessment of Kant’s Critique of Judgment. 

In reality, the situation is more complicated, essentially because the no- 
tion of “art” is not unequivocal. Here we might adapt and generalize 
Gérard Genette’s fruitful distinction between constitutive literariness and 
conditional literariness.°3 The term “literariness” refers to the aesthetic 
functioning of linguistic structures. The literariness of fiction and of poetry 
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is constitutive since every fictive work and every poem is literary by virtue 
of belonging to the cultural category “fiction” or “versified poetry”—and 
hence independently of any question of evaluation. In contrast, condi- 
tional literariness occurs when readers valorize aesthetically any text, in- 
dependently of its cultural function. The literariness of, say, historical 
works, philosophical texts, private letters, essays, is conditional to the ex- 
tent that the decision as to whether to consider them as literary works is 
made case-by-case and depends on an evaluation—on the part of the 
reader—of the quality of the text in question. Of course, this conditional 
literariness is not, by necessity, purely individual: in many cases it is based 
on a consensus. The logical distinction between conditional and constitu- 
tive literariness is nonetheless preserved: Michelet’s The Sorceress is not 
considered a literary work because it belongs to the category of the histor- 
ical essay (many historical essays are not read as works of art but solely as 
documents or testimonies), but because for some readers it possesses cer- 
tain qualities that make it worth approaching aesthetically; inversely, 
Goldfinger is a literary work because of the simple fact that it is a fictional 
narrative, that is, it is situated within an established aesthetic usage— 
independently of any positive or negative evaluation. To be sure, we must 
add that if the expression “work of art” is reserved for works with aes- 
thetic finality—and this seems to be the way it is generally used—it is all 
the more important not to identify it with the notion of “creation” as such, 
or with that of symbolic creation (in Cassirer’s or Goodman’s sense), since 
many symbolic creations—and still more creations without any qualifica- 
tion—have no aesthetic finality. 

The categorially literary status of fiction and poetry does not depend on 
a theoretical postulate: it simply happens that writing a fictional text or a 
poem involves situating oneself within a practice that is functionally aes- 
thetic; the fact that readers of Ian Fleming are not (always) readers of 
Joyce, Musil, or Proust does not change the fact that the two types of works 
fulfill the same function, even if in accord with different modalities or for 
different publics. 

It is clear that this distinction can be applied as well to other artistic 
domains. Thus we can say that music is constitutively aesthetic whereas 
the status of painting and photography is mixed. Most pictorial genres are 
constitutively aesthetic, including most of those—such as icons—that ful- 
fill a non-aesthetic function, insofar as their creative aim is to produce an 
effect that is not one of pure referential information, but linked to a con- 
templation of properties intrinsic to the image (considered independently 
of their denotative function). No doubt there also exist genres, if not picto- 
rial at least graphic, whose aesthetic character is purely conditional: think 
of topographic views, or the plates illustrating eighteenth-century ency- 
clopedias, whose function was purely denotative—and this does not pre- 
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vent us from often finding aesthetic qualities in them. In the case of pho- 
tography, the proportion is inverted: most genres are situated within an 
intentional function that is purely denotative and informational, and only 
a few images are governed by a purely aesthetic intention (for example 
pictorialist works). Moreover, the situation prevailing in photography 
again draws attention to the fact that a product that belongs to a constitu- 
tively aesthetic activity does not necessarily have greater aesthetic power 
than one whose aesthetic status is conditional: many of us find the photo- 
journalist Robert Capa’s pictures much more interesting from the point of 
view of photographic aesthetics than Robert Demachy’s pictorialist exer- 
cises. The distinction between constitutive and conditional facts does not 
imply an evaluative hierarchy. 

Genette connects this distinction with two different aesthetic systems, 
one intentional, the other attentional. The former depends on a creation 
with an aesthetic aim and the latter on an aesthetic reception that can be 
exercised even in the absence of a corresponding creation: no one can for- 
bid you to read Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit as a novel (fairly ab- 
stract, it is true) or to plunge with delight into Bossuet’s prose (even if the 
Christian faith the Bishop of Meaux propagates in his writings remains 
alien to you). The same thing can be said about scientific photography, 
and also for products in everyday use that draw our aesthetic attention: a 
milk pitcher, a plowshare, etc. 

The distinction between an intentional aesthetic function and a solely 
attentional aesthetic function is not, however, always congruent with the 
distinction between what is constitutively aesthetic and what is only con- 
ditionally aesthetic. Thus, an essay has a conditional aesthetic function in 
that its communicational finality is denotative and not aesthetic, but that 
in no way prevents it from including an intentional aesthetic dimension, 
on the level of style, for example. It is just that this dimension is subordi- 
nated to a communicational finality that is not aesthetic in nature. In- 
versely, finding aesthetic qualities in a police report depends on a purely 
attentional aesthetic system, since we may suppose that the policeman did 
not take aesthetic considerations into account in writing his report (this 
supposition may be mistaken . . .). The same situation is found in photog- 
raphy. Finding aesthetic qualities in a scientific photo representing a 
clump of bacteria no doubt depends on a purely attentional aesthetics. But 
in the case of nineteenth-century landscape photographers, the situation is 
far more complicated. We now see clearly in what sense the fact of observ- 
ing that their work was not situated within an artistic project only half 
solves the problem: can we assert with certitude that for this reason the 
aesthetic force of their images is purely attentional? Nothing is less certain: 
even if the photos are not the result of a constitutively aesthetic project 
(and thus artistic in the institutional sense of the term), they were none- 
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theless composed by human individuals for whom a photographic image 
was a visual composition; this being the case, it seems difficult, once such 
a photo attracts us aesthetically, to refuse to see in it the result of the 
operation of an aesthetic sensibility. Instead of saying that we must aban- 
don the categories derived from aesthetics when we approach such im- 
ages—as Rosalind Krauss seems to suggest—I would prefer to say that we 
must broaden these categories. In other words, I believe that we must ac- 
cept the idea that the pertinence of intentionalist aesthetic categories is not 
limited to objects that are situated in a constitutively artistic aim. After all, 
O’Sullivan or Atget were quite capable of pursuing a nonartistic project 
and yet showing a great concern for aesthetics: the absence of an artistic 
project in the institutional sense does not automatically exclude the pres- 
ence of aesthetic concerns. The same goes for many common objects of 
everyday life which, although functional, testify to a clear aesthetic con- 
cern. And it seems to me that many architectural creations have the same 
status. 

Things become still more complicated if we notice that attentional aes- 
thetic reception means two quite different things: we may be referring to 
the fact that the receiver valorizes aesthetically properties that do not re- 
sult from any aesthetic consideration on the part of the creator (for exam- 
ple, in the case of a plowshare whose form—aesthetically pleasing, at least 
to me—is governed by purely functional considerations), but that none- 
theless depend on techniques intentionally made use of by the producer. 
However, we may also be referring to the fact that the receiver valorizes 
aesthetically either elements of a human product that escape any inten- 
tional influence (thus in Japan pottery lovers accord great aesthetic value 
to certain “defects” accidentally produced in firing),°+ or—and this is a 
more familiar case—a natural object. Here we come back to the domain of 
natural beauty, even though it is not coextensive with this sphere. 

The difference between these two situations is clear. In the first case, 
aesthetic attention valorizes structures that, even though they are not aes- 
thetic, are nonetheless intentional: it is just that the receiver adopts an 
aesthetic point of view with regard to elements encoded in a different per- 
spective. When we take aesthetic pleasure in a plowshare, we endow the 
object with a function that it did not have, but we take pleasure in it as a 
human product. This aestheticization easily takes place in all the domains 
of humen creativity: it suffices to bracket the object’s “utilitarian” func- 
tion in order to appreciate it in itself, gua “worked” form. The second 
situation is very different, since here the reception cancels the more funda- 
mental distinction between what is worked or wrought—and thus depends 
on an intentional structure—and what is without any intention. It is here 
that the attentional dimension of aesthetics is the strongest: the receiver is 
the creator or inventor of the object that he appreciates. 
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The distinctions I have just introduced are very rough, but they suffice 
to show that the simplistic opposition the speculative theory of Art estab- 
lishes between the domain of works of art and that of equipment (to use 
Heideggerian terminology) does not account for a reality that is infinitely 
more complex and moreover historically changing. 

The conclusions that can be drawn from this are of several kinds. First, 
it is clear that a serious study of art cannot be limited to the domain of the 
five arts selected as canonical in the eighteenth century: architecture, 
sculpture, painting, music, and poetry (or literature). This is all the more 
important because it is impossible to determine abstractly which human 
activities are capable of becoming valorized by an art, and thus by an 
aesthetic production or reception. The tea ceremony and flower arrange- 
ment have thus been major arts in Japan, on the same level as poetry or 
painting. The case of the tea ceremony is particularly revealing, since it 
shows that even one of the humblest, most everyday human activities can 
be stylized into a complex art capable of producing a very refined experi- 
ence of pleasure. 

Thus we can see why the distinction between major arts and minor arts 
is both inevitable and unstable: it depends essentially on the aesthetic im- 
portance a given society accords to a type of specific objects or activities. 
What is a minor art in one place may be a major art elsewhere: pottery is 
considered a minor art (a craft) in the West, whereas it is a major art— 
even though utilitarian—in China and in Japan; in the same way, if in the 
West calligraphy has hardly gone beyond the level of an auxiliary decora- 
tive activity, it is an autonomous art in Arabic, Chinese, and Japanese 
civilizations. What is a minor art today was sometimes a major art in the 
past: that is perhaps the case of tapestry in the West. What was a minor art 
may become a major art: this is the case with the novel, and more recently, 
with film. A clue that can almost always be relied upon is the degree of 
symbolic differentiation, which in general faithfully reflects the depth of 
our engagement with intentional objects: the Zen Buddhist sand garden is 
an object of formal differentiation and hermeneutic meditation that is no 
less intensive than Holderlin’s poetry, Shakespeare’s theater, or Cezanne’s 
painting in the West. Naturally, such a hierarchy of the arts always also 
has a self-referential component and can easily become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy: it is in part because it is highly valorized that an artistic activity 
becomes the object of increasingly complex symbolic structurations. From 
the point of view of aesthetic experience the institutional hierarchy is as- 
suredly only secondary: a successful work belonging to a minor art may be 
far more interesting than a mediocre work belonging to a canonical art. 

The distinction between utilitarian objects and art objects, which has 
often distorted debates on the relationships between art in the institutional 
sense and other human creative activities, loses much of its edge: there is 
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no incompatibility between being an art object (in the true sense of the 
term “art”) and being a utilitarian object; the fabrication of a utilitarian 
object may very well also be governed by aesthetic considerations. The 
question as to whether such an object is or is not a “work of art” in the 
institutional sense of the term is not very important for determining its 
aesthetic power, and thus its aesthetic value—I therefore think that Gen- 
ette’s observation that “the intentional (and thus artistic, stricto sensu) 
character of a text is less important than its aesthetic character” is gen- 
erally valid. Similarly, an aesthetic reception of an object can very well 
accompany the most utilitarian use of it: I can address my prayers to a 
painting representing a saint while at the same time appreciating the aes- 
thetic qualities of the work; I can study Michelet to learn about the history 
of witchcraft while taking aesthetic pleasure in his text. If it is sometimes 
difficult to engage in both activities at the same time, one can in any case 
easily move from one to the other, which would no doubt not be the case 
if the practical function were incompatible with the aesthetic experience. 
Approaching works of art from the aesthetic angle thus allows them to 
be functional and allows utilitarian objects to possess an intentional (and, 
of course an attentional) aesthetic dimension. That does not mean that 
everything is equally valuable. But categorial distinctions do not allow us 
to constitute an aesthetic hierarchy according to the types of objects (or of 
events) concerned: the (attentional) aesthetic value of an nonartistic ob- 
ject can be greater, as we have said, than that of an intentional work of art. 
The decision depends on the individual object (whatever category it may 
belong tc), and also on the sensibility of the person approaching it from an 
aesthetic point of view. But it is nevertheless no accident that in general 
(but not always, nor by virtue of an intrinsic necessity) it is works of art in 
the strong sense of the term that provide us with the most intense aesthetic 
satisfaction: after all, they were created with an aesthetic aim. 


On AESTHETIC PLEASURE 


The notion of (aesthetic) pleasure, which is still central in Kant, is almost 
wholly absent from the various versions of the tradition of the speculative 
theory of Art. Pleasure is also often denigrated by critics, and even by 
some artists, who are persuaded that the hedonic dimension of aesthetic 
experience is incompatible with the art work’s dignity. In Hegel, for exam- 
ple, pleasure is what remains of art when it has lost all historical-specula- 
tive function: thus, in the period of fully realized philosophical science, the 
work is limited to producing pleasure; abandoned by the god it sheltered, 
the temple becomes an object of purely aesthetic delight. The Hegelian 
devalorization of pleasure paradoxically indicates an important fact: 
pleasure is not really a function (in the sense of what something “does,” 
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what it is “good for”) of art. Yet, since it remains when all function has 
disappeared, pleasure is perhaps the condition on which a work can fulfill 
a function (whatever it might be). Or, to be both more restrictive and more 
prudent: pleasure is the condition of a work’s being able to fulfill a func- 
tion (whatever it might be) as an aesthetic object. This proposition would 
delimit two extreme poles between which our ways of dealing with art may 
oscillate: on one hand the absence of any functionality (in the transitive 
sense of the term, defined above), on the other, a function (for example, 
documentary) exercised without the mediation of an aesthetic experience. 
If pleasure is not a function of art, neither is it a function of aesthetic 
experience, but for another reason: it is that experience, or rather its posi- 
tive version, since displeasure may be present in the encounter as well. 

If this is the case, the fact that aesthetic experience is an experience of 
pleasure in no way prevents art from fulfilling all sorts of cognitive, moral, 
social, religious, political, or existential functions. Works no doubt usually 
fulfill diverse functions, and one may even maintain that they should al- 
ways do so: it suffices to concede that they can fail do so without thereby 
ceasing to be aesthetic objects. The same thing holds, of course, for our 
aesthetic experience of the natural world: Kant considered it linked to a 
moral interest, but he granted that it could be self-sufficient. 

The medieval preacher who introduced an anecdote or fable into his 
sermon put delectare in the service of prodesse, pleasure in the service of 
function: the exemplum had to please in order to edify. If it did not, the 
preacher risked being less successful than if he had abstained from trying 
to mobilize pleasure. We are often highly displeased when a promised 
pleasure is not experienced: we grumble as we leave the movie theater or 
we throw down a book. 

To be sure, our preacher ran still another risk: there was always the 
danger that the anecdote would limit itself to pleasing (thus the ecclesiasti- 
cal authorities counseled prudence in making use of this indirect means of 
persuasion). Prodesse is not automatically induced by delectare: the func- 
tions of art are extrinsic to aesthetic experience (which does not mean that 
they are extrinsic to the work of art). But there is more, at least if Kant is 
right when he says that the causality proper to pleasure—let us add: what- 
ever it might be—resides in the fact that a person who finds himself in this 
state wants to remain there “without ulterior aim”: pleasure is not only 
self-sufficient, but even tends to perpetuate itself. By replaying the pleas- 
urable anecdote in their heads, the faithful risk not attending to the moral 
the preacher wanted to draw from it. The theory of art for art’s sake has 
thus brought to light a fundamental virtuality of aesthetic experience, or 
rather it would have done so had it not felt obliged to stylize aesthetic 
pleasure into a mystical experience. This explains why puritans—begin- 
ning with Plato—have often looked on art with a jaundiced eye, and also 
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why the speculative theory of Art thought it could ensure the dignity of the 
arts only by getting rid of pleasure (and thus of aesthetic experience). 

To be sure, one may think that all pleasures are not equally valuable, 
and it is certain that they do not all manifest themselves in the same way. 
Nonetheless, they have too many traits in common for it to be possible to 
radically oppose them to each other: we seek them for themselves, they 
reside in a state of well-being, and we try to maintain ourselves in that 
state as long as we can. This holds for aesthetic pleasure as well as for the 
most physical pleasure. Anyone who denigrates pleasure as such has to 
engage in all sorts of contortions if he still wants to save the aesthetic 
attitude. 

Assuredly, to approach art through pleasure is to approach it from the 
art-lover’s side. This therefore amounts to a point of view that is very 
partial in both senses of the word. Nothing requires that the creative artist 
have a corresponding experience. Just as the poet (or the actor) has no 
need to experience the feeling that his poem (or his performance) ex- 
presses, his creative act is not necessarily an experience of pleasure: crea- 
tion, it is said, is sometimes suffering (but artists are great deceivers). 
Neither does the artist necessarily create his work in order that it please. 
His motivations are often quite different; his goals may be expressive, cog- 
nitive, moral, and so on. In addition, sometimes he would no doubt find it 
very difficult—as would all of us—to say why he did what he has done. 
The artist is not even obliged to take into account the pleasure that the 
work must produce, since it is art itself, as a reality that is always institu- 
tional and historical, that takes it into account in his stead. An artist never 
creates ex nihilo: his work is situated in the context of acknowledged artis- 
tic practices; and they are acknowledged as such above all because they 
have been appreciated, because they have been sources of pleasure (this 
holds for the contents, the forms, the genres, the media, etc.). 

It is true that the question of the causal relationships between pleasure 
and established artistic practices is to some extent a chicken-and-egg 
question. Thus it probably does not admit of a single answer. Aristotle 
thought men were so constituted that they took pleasure in mimetic activ- 
ities. And in fact, practically all civilizations have developed mimetic arts; 
moreover, we can easily (that is, without going through complicated proc- 
esses of learning) take pleasure in the mimetic works of cultures very dis- 
tant from our own; and finally, this is a pleasure to which one has access 
at almost any age. Mimetic pleasure is connected with a process of learn- 
ing; but up to a certain point (rather rudimentary, to be sure) the latter 
seems to follow related paths in most civilizations (we have only to think 
of tales, myths, fables, or witticisms). Other practices, in contrast, are 
clearly “acquired tastes.” They are connected with a specific civilization 
and can produce pleasure only after a long process of learning: the tea 
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ceremony or calligraphy make the neophyte yawn with boredom, and cer- 
tain recent forms of the visual arts in the West, for example conceptual art, 
are in a related situation. Similarly, every work that makes an artistic 
rupture with tradition can be appreciated only to the extent that one is — 
capable of situating one’s own aesthetic experience in a specific historical 
culture: this is the case of many avant-garde works (but not all). However, 
all this does not in any way prove that a “spontaneous” pleasure is neces- 
sarily more intense than one connected with complicated learning. 

All pleasure taken in a work of art is not necessarily aesthetic: the earli- 
est lovers of novels may have favored them because they thought they were 
truer than epics. I do not think the possible pleasure connected with this 
conviction can be qualified as aesthetic. Hence it is not certain that we 
should postulate a specific type of pleasure that is aesthetic. It seems to me 
simpler to seek the nature of the aesthetic attitude in the particularity of 
the relationships that we entertain with the objects that elicit pleasure. 
Thus we are not obliged, at the outset, to oppose aesthetic pleasure to 
other kinds of pleasure, or to reduce it to one of them. 

I should say—and in doing so I am only repeating what Kant said on this 
point—that any pleasure elicited by a representational activity exercised on 
an object (a human product or a natural object) counts as aesthetic pleas- 
ure. This already permits us to distinguish it from sexual pleasure or culi- 
nary pleasure, in which—if everything goes well—the representational ac- 
tivity is never more than an anticipation of the passage to the (bodily) act 
itself. In aesthetic pleasure, it is the representational activity as such (as an 
autonomous activity) that is a source of pleasure, so that we are led to 
maintain ourselves in this state rather than to transcend it toward a differ- 
ent act. To be sure, the borderline between an autonomous activity and a 
heterofinalized activity is not always easy to determine, but in general the 
distinction does not seem to me problematic. 

Yet we must not misunderstand its significance: a bodily activity can in 
turn become the object of a self-sufficient representational activity exer- 
cised upon it. Thus eating or erotic activity can become the source of a 
second, aesthetic pleasure if they induce a pleasing representational activ- 
ity exercised on the occasion of the bodily act (and no longer leading to 
this act). The Kantian opposition between the pleasure of an attraction 
and that of aesthetic contemplation is acceptable if we read it as proposing 
a distinction between the pleasure taken in representational activity and 
that taken in the object of the activity, but it leads us into error if we read 
it (and perhaps Kant himself read it this way) as a distinction between 
objects that can become a source of aesthetic pleasure and others that are 
supposed to be incapable of doing so (because they are too “physical”): 
there is a culinary aesthetics as well as an erotic aesthetics. 

Kant strongly emphasizes the idea that aesthetic pleasure is supposed to 
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be disinterested, whereas other pleasures, for example culinary or sexual 
pleasure, are supposed to be interested: in the latter cases it is the existence 
of the object that interests us and not its mere representation. And we 
know what an important role this thesis played in the sacralization of Art, 
particularly in Schopenhauer, according to whom aesthetic contemplation 
is supposed to free us from the agony of the will to live. 

The distinction—in its Kantian form—seems to me acceptable if it 
means that in aesthetic pleasure representational activity is cultivated for 
its own sake and not with a view to other ends—sexual, for example, but 
also moral or cognitive (with a view to acquiring knowledge of the work of 
art as an artifact). This does not, however, make aesthetic pleasure more 
disinterested than other pleasures. Santayana notes—in opposition to 
Kant—that all pleasure is disinterested, since it is sought for its own sake 
and tends to maintain itself.°7 Inversely, all pursuit of pleasure is just as 
interested: the esthete seeking a sublime painting is no less interested than 
the fetishist seeking a foot—or a shoe—that suits him (which does not 
mean that the two interests are equivalent—but that is another problem). 
Which brings us back to the fundamental characteristic formulated ear- 
lier: in aesthetic experience, representational activity is a source of autono- 
mous pleasure. 

However, Kant also maintains that, contrary to the pleasure elicited by 
an attraction, whose uniquely personal value we willingly acknowledge, 
aesthetic pleasure gives rise to a judgment that claims universality. He 
even sees in this the decisive clue indicating that aesthetic tudgment has a 
transcendental foundation. It is true that in the domain of art we generally 
want others to share our personal evaluation. But I am not sure that the 
Kantian interpretation of this fact is the only one possible, or the most 
plausible. First of all, when natural beauty is concerned, we easily accept 
the fact that our friend or companion does not appreciate the same things 
we do: a given landscape that I find sublime may not please another per- 
son, and we easily accept this difference in our reactions. According to 
Kant, natural beauty is the canonical domain of aesthetic feeling: the 
claim to universality should be particularly strong in this domain. On the 
other hand, if I expect everyone to share my feeling with regard to a novel, 
a painting, or a film, this expectation is not necessarily due to the fact that 
my pleasure seems to me disinterested, not linked to personal preferences. 
Santayana observes that our real motives are perhaps less philosophical 
and more interested: 


We take, for instance, a certain pleasure in having our own judgments sup- 
ported by those of others; we are intolerant, if not of the existence of a nature 
different from our own, at least of its expression in words and judgments. We 
are confirmed or made happy in our doubtful opinions by seeing them ac- 
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cepted universally. We are unable to find the basis of our taste in our own 
experience and therefore refuse to look for it there. If we were sure of our 
ground, we should be willing to acquiesce in the naturally different feelings 
and ways of others, as a man who is conscious of speaking his language with 
the accent of the capital confesses its arbitrariness with gayety, and is pleased 
and interested in the variations of it he observes in provincials.© 


It is therefore not certain that our desire to see others share our aesthetic 
judgments is an indication of the latter’s transcendental foundation: it is 
perhaps due simply to our inveterate conformism. In any case, in the aes- 
thetic domain an ideal of universality does not seem in any way desirable: 
if aesthetic experience were limited to being—as Kant maintains—that of 
an indeterminate harmony of the mental faculties, and if I could suppose 
that this was similar in everyone, it would be likely to be very meager, for 
what is similar in everyone is rarely complex and differentiated. 

Kant, to be sure, rejects any aesthetic conformism, since he denies that 
there can be a principle of the beautiful, and—in a passage I have 
quoted—goes so far as to say that when someone tries to give me reasons 
to persuade me that my judgment is erroneous, “I stop my ears: I do not 
want to hear any reasons or any arguments about the matter. I would 
prefer to suppose that those rules of the critics were at fault, or at least 
have no application.” But someone who has the courage to stop his ears 
with regard to the established norms also no longer has any reason to insist 
that others share his evaluation; inversely, someone who claims that his 
pleasure and his judgment are universal often does so because in reality 
they are not his own. It is therefore possible to account for the facts ad- 
vanced by Kant without seeing in them indications of a transcendental 
foundation of the aesthetic sphere. 

An important problem is that of the relationship between the autonomy 
of aesthetic pleasure and the question of its possible conceptual determi- 
nation. I should like to return here in more general terms to the reflections 
sketched out at the end of my analysis of the Critique of Judgment. Kant, 
let us recall, makes much of the thesis that the beautiful pleases “without 
concept” even though the pleasure has a claim to universality; it is in this 
paradoxical character that he sees the distinctive mark of the aesthetic 
domain. But in so doing—as I have already said Je underestimates the 
actual role of the conceptual dimension in the genesis of aesthetic pleasure. 

To be sure, at a first level the thesis may appear to be simply a reformu- 
lation of the principle that aesthetic pleasure is aesthetic only insofar as it 
is autonomous, that is, not determined by heteronomous reasons—for ex- 
ample, by moral norms, or even by artistic norms: if a work pleases me 
because I think it is going to strengthen the moral cohesiveness of society, 
it does not please me aesthetically; similarly, if it pleases me because I 
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think it is perfect (according to some given artistic norms), it is not a 
source of pure aesthetic pleasure. The precise scope of this principle has to 
be defined: nothing prevents a work from pleasing me because it is perfect 
(in accord with these same norms), but the knowledge of this (possible) 
causal relation must motivate neither my pleasure nor my evaluation of 
the work. Up to this point the principle seems to me entirely defensible. 

However, we have seen that Kant means something quite different by 
the idea that the work of art must please “without concept”: pleasure must 
be elicited by an indeterminate representational activity, by an indefinite 
harmony of the faculties (of imagination and understanding). More pre- 
cisely, he seems to mean that pleasure must be produced by the conformity 
of a perception (of a natural object or a work of art) with an indeterminate 
representational activity. To this conception, I have already objected that, 
to the extent that all our perceptions are categorized (according to cultural 
specificities as well), it is hard to see how a representational activity could 
remain indeterminate: if an Inuit differentiates among many different nu- 
ances of white that are for me the same, he does so by virtue of a discrimi- 
natory capacity that is indissolubly perceptual and conceptual. Thus, a 
painting entitled White Square on White Background might for him be a 
highly differentiated object from the point of view of its color, and this 
differentiation, which is aesthetically pertinent, will be conceptual as well 
as perceptual. 

Kant does not, of course, deny that aesthetic judgment is intellectual in 
nature (like all judgment). We have even seen that he asserts that judg- 
ment precedes and grounds pleasure, which can scarcely be doubted inso- 
far as aesthetic pleasure is a pleasure taken in a representational activity 
and that any representational activity is saturated with acts of judgment, 
even if they are often not explicit. But this act of perceptual judgment is 
inevitably determined, since it always includes multiple acts of identifica- 
tion and predication. Moreover, our relationship to art cannot be reduced 
to a perceptual relationship, or a fortiori to a visual relationship (whereas 
that is Kant’s implicit model): there are arts that proceed through a mode 
of perception other than visual (music, for example), or in which percep- 
tion as such plays only an indirect role (literature); finally, in every kind 
of art, categorizations other than those connected with perception are in- 
volved. Generally, no object presents itself “spontaneously” as an aes- 
thetic obiect; we have to constitute it as such, that is, we have to approach 
it in a certain way, distinguish between the properties that are pertinent 
and those that are not (thus in general the back-panel of a painting is 
aesthetically nonpertinent—except in the case of an altarpiece), etc. It goes 
without saying that if aesthetic pleasure is pleasure taken in a representa- 
tional activity cultivated for its own sake, then the maximization of the 
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conceptual differentiation of this activity can only increase our pleasure, 
since it enriches our reaction. 

Therefore in aesthetic experience intellectual activity is not limited to 
providing us with norms of evaluation (otherwise it would be actually ` 
extrinsic, even heteronomous). It is solely through intellectual activity that 
we can constitute, or construct, the aesthetic object. We can agree with 
Kant when he asserts that no regulative norm must determine our pleasure 
and our judgment; but at the same time it is clear that we cannot get along 
without the constituting categories that determine the pertinent properties 
in relation to which an object can be identified and structured as a specific 
aesthetic and artistic object: a sonata rather than a symphony, an English 
garden rather than a Chinese or Japanese garden, a photograph rather 
than a painting, etc. The requirement that aesthetic pleasure (and the 
activity of judgment connected with it) not be conceptually determined 
thus makes sense only if it is interpreted to mean that this pleasure cannot 
be legitimated in relation to a finality other than itself. On the other hand, 
it makes hardly any sense to require that aesthetic pleasure not be deter- 
mined by the specificity of a representation that is conceptually saturated, 
but only by an indeterminate harmony among our mental faculties. 

All this shows that it is necessary to clarify the notion of aesthetic judg- 
ment, an expression that can designate two very different acts between 
which Kant does not sufficiently distinguish. It can designate the whole set 
of judgmental activities that elicit, nourish, and maintain representational 
pleasure: the act of reading a novel maintains itself as a pleasant state only 
insofar as it resides in a constant activity of judgment (including imagina- 
tive judgment) that is repeatedly renewed and made more complex, and 
that is exercised for its own sake, that is, with a view to its own perpetual 
renewal and not to its culmination in a different activity. But the expres- 
sion can also designate evaluation proper, evaluation that leads me to say 
that the novel in question is successful or not, and possibly to give reasons 
in support of this judgment. It seems to me that fundamentally the Kan- 
tian requirement that aesthetic judgment not be conceptually determined 
is not acceptable insofar as it concerns evaluative judgment: the latter 
must be only the sanction for the pleasing judgmental activity through 
which we constitute and structure the aesthetic object (our pleasure resid- 
ing in this judgmental activity). 

The preceding considerations leave many questions open. They do not 
explain why we take pleasure in a representational activity pursued with- 
out regard to any ulterior end. I admit that I cannot even start to answer 
this question. But it seems to me that the problem here arises not so much 
from the aesthetic attitude as from the generic character of pleasure: why 
do we take pleasure in making love, in physical exercise, in playing with 
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our children—without regard to any ulterior end? Neither have I satisfac- 
torily described wherein resides the judgmental activity through which 
aesthetic pleasure “circulates.” ‘That is because it is always individual (rel- 
ative to the object and to the subject who approaches it): trying to reconsti- 
tute it in a general form would be as utopian as trying to determine a 
universal form of the creative act. All we can do is to describe the struc- 
tural characteristics of the work of art that can guide the receiver's judg- 
mental activity—or that bear witness to the artist’s creative act. In actual- 
ity, the multiplicity of the interpretations proposed for a single work of art 
would suffice to demonstrate the singularity of each aesthetic experience. 
Our representations are culturally shared, to be sure, but the possibilities 
of combining them, contrasting them, etc. are so multitudinous, the posi- 
tive or negative investments are so variable, the points of view so unfore- 
seeable, that we cannot predict whether a given object will please, or how 
it will please, or by virtue of what it will please, or whom it will please. 

That certainly does not mean that all experiences are equally valuable, 
nor that all do equal justice to the works: but an aesthetic experience that 
misunderstands some or even most of a work’s characteristics nonetheless 
remains an aesthetic experience. Neither do I claim that the properties of 
a work change with the receivers: the work is what it is, but all receivers do 
not activate the same properties: some receivers misunderstand a certain 
number of these, others “add” some, etc. All this is hardly mysterious: 
when we enter into an aesthetic relationship with an object, its “native” 
properties often matter less than the functional properties with which we 
“endow” it in the context of a particular receptive strategy. To be sure, 
knowing certain of the “native” qualities (physical, phenomenological, in- 
tentional, “categorial” in Watson’s sense, etc.) generally allows us access 
to more complex, more successful usages—even though this is perhaps not 
always the case: we must not underestimate the potential aesthetic rich- 
ness of “errors” in identification and attribution. 

Connecting aesthetic experience with the judgmental activity exercised 
on a representation does not in any way imply its “intellectualization” and 
a misunderstanding of the function of the emotions, if only because the 
pleasure taken in the judgmental activity is an emotion. The work capti- 
vates us, fascinates us, or more modestly, simply interests us. That is also 
why, as Yves Michaud observes, the only latent defect of a work of art is 
to produce a feeling of boredom: “It seems to me that one can tolerate 
many things in art, that it is difficult, vulgar, shocking, mannered, blas- 
phematory, intellectual, pornographic, picturesque—and even pleasant, 
beautiful, sublime, seductive. It seems to me on the other hand absolutely 
contrary to its concept that it should make us die of boredom. When art is 
no more interesting than a conversation at an art opening, it would be 
better to take an interest in something else.”°9 
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To be sure, this conception of aesthetic pleasure is very liberal: any kind 
of idea (a mathematical proof as well as a painting, a stone as well as a 
tragedy, a gesture as well as a symphony) can be approached in an aes- 
thetic perspective, since what matters is not the type of object but the type 
of activity exercised on it. This conception therefore cannot be the founda- 
tion for a theory of art: at most, it outlines the domain of human experi- 
ence in which art finds its place (alongside other activities). But that is also 
all we ask of it: the descriptive theory of the arts belongs to semiotics or the 
theory of symbols in Goodman’s sense.?° What matters is that this concep- 
tion of the aesthetic attitude is in no way incompatible with taking into 
account the cognitive and hermeneutic richness of works of art; on the 
contrary, if the description | have sketched out is correct, aesthetic pleas- 
ure is inseparable from a cognitive (perceptual and conceptual) attitude 
and thus also from sustained attention to what the work of art can teach 
us—it going without saying that the knowledge transmitted by works is of 
the most diverse kinds, depending on the work, the genres, and the arts. 
Finally, this knowledge that finds its source in the arts is not different 
(neither superior nor inferior) from that at which we arrive by the other 
cognitive routes, whether it is a matter of everyday experience, philosophi- 
cal reflection, or scientific knowledge: that is precisely why it is important 
to us and can enrich our lives. 

In order to disqualify the aesthetic, it is often said to have been born 
(“only”) in the eighteenth century; thus it is supposed to be essentially an 
“expression” of subjectivism and “modern” (or “bourgeois”) individual- 
ism, and consequently to have no general descriptive value for the study of 
humanity’s multiple relationships with the arts. Nevertheless, although 
the study of other periods or other civilizations teaches us that art has been 
cultivated with a view to diverse functional goals, it also shows us that the 
valorization of aesthetic gratification, and hence of “gratuitous,” purely 
artistic pleasure, is in no sense a vice of modern Western civilization: we 
find much evidence leading in the same direction in Muslim, Indian, Chi- 
nese, and Japanese civilizations, as well as in classical antiquity, whether 
Greek or Roman. The aesthetic dimension is indeed a general given of 
art—the atmosphere that is indispensable for its life. This truth will no 
doubt appear trivial; but for the past two hundred years, many of those 
who have reflected on the arts have so thoroughly forgotten it that it must 
be now rediscovered. 


We have now moved beyond the limits of the present work: it has not been 
my intention to study the different domains of investigation that should 
replace the imaginary field of Art as it has been constructed by the tradi- 
tion of the sacralization of the arts. Perhaps I have at least succeeded in 
showing that our relation to art works and our comprehension of the arts 
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have everything to gain from giving up a body of received of ideas whose 
historical prestige cannot indefinitely conceal their eminently precon- 
ceived character. 

One cannot be simultaneously the cult’s priest and the ethnologist who 
seeks to understand it: in this sense, my analysis, like any exterior point of 
view, might occasionally have been too severe. But when a belief collapses 
and we must bid it farewell, critical distance is no doubt the best attitude 
we can adopt with regard to it. In the present case it shows us that when 
all is said and done, the sacralization of the arts has been no more than a 
local convention and not humanity’s final word regarding aesthetics and 
the arts. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE BIRTH OF THE SPECULATIVE THEORY OF ART 


1. Among the general works devoted to an exhaustive study of the (German) 
romantic revolution, we must cite H. A. Korff, Geist der Goethezeit. Versuch einer 
ideellen Entwicklung der klassisch-romantischen Literaturgeschichte, 8th ed. 
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journal Athenaeum. Eine Zeitschrift (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchge- 
sellschaft, 1973) 3: 5-64. 

3. See Friedrich Novalis, Schriften, ed. P. Kluckhohn and R. Samuel 
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1960), 2: 485-99 and 3: 507-24 (3rd ed., 1983). Hence- 
forth cited as SCH, followed by the volume, page, and in some cases, between 
parentheses, the number of the fragment. 

4. See for example Hans Wolfgang Kuhn, Der Apokalyptiker und die Politik. 
Studien zur Staatsphilosophie des Novalis (Freiburg-im-Breisgau: Rombach, 
1961), 150. 

5. See the exemplary study of the romantic theory of the symbol in Tzvetan 
Todorov, Theories of the Symbol, trans. Catherine Porter (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1982), as well as the introductory texts in Philippe Lacoue- 
Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in 
German Romanticism, trans. Philip Bernard and Cheryl Lester (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 1988). We must also mention the already old study 
by Walter Benjamin, Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der deutschen Romantik (1920; 
rpt. Frankfurt-am-Main: Suhrkamp, 1973). 

6. Rudiger Bubner, “De quelques conditions devant étre remplies par une 
esthétique moderne,” in Rainer Rochlitz, ed., Théories esthétiques aprés Adorno 
(Paris: Actes Sud, 1990), 87: “The appearance of a reciprocal elucidation (of art 
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7. Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Ausgabe (Paderborn: Schéningh, 1959 ff.), 3: 
99. Henceforth cited as KA, followed by the volume, page, and when appropriate, 
the number of the fragment. 

8. In 1829 Friedrich Schlegel gave a series of lectures under the title of “Philos- 
ophy of History.” In them he develops a theological conception of history, centered 
on the fall of man and his movement toward salvation (see KA 9: 3-428). But as 
early as 1798 he had asserted in a fragment in Athenaeum: “The revolutionary 
desire to realize the kingdom of God is the springboard of progressive culture and 
the beginning of modern history. Anything unrelated to the kingdom of God plays 
only a secondary role” [KA 3: 201 (222)]. 

9. I refer here solely to the first formulations of Fichte’s philosophy, that is, 
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essentially Uber den Begriff der Wissenschaftslehre (1794) and Grundlage der 
gesamten Wissenschaftslehre (1794, 1795), which are the texts to which Novalis 
devotes most of his notes. 
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spective, as early as the Bestimmung des Menschen (written in 1798 and published 
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being reduced to a simple knowledge of appearance. Here Fichte returns to the 
notion of the “thing in itself” in order to delimit the place of being, that is, he 
abandons the radical criticsm of his first writings. But the texts written in 1794 and 
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atheism debate to bring Fichte back to views more acceptable to an intellectual 
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14. SCH 2: 257 (490). 

15. SCH 2: 257 (492). 

16. SCH 2: 269-70 (566). 

17. F. Hemsterhuis, Alexis ou de l’âge d’Or, in Oeuvres philosophiques (Paris, 
1792), 2: 154. 
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19. SCH 2: 390 (46). 

20. SCH 2: 386 (44). 

21. F. W. J. Schelling, Philosophische Briefe über Dogmatismus und Kritizis- 
mus, in Schriften von 1794-1798 (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftsliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1975), 199. 

22. SCH 2: 417-18 (17). 

23. SCH 2: 390 (45). 

24. SCH 2: 386 (44). On the transformation of Kantian notion of practice into 
a notion of poiesis, see H. J. Mahl’s introductory remarks in SCH 2: 337-309. 

25. See SCH 3: 289 (275), 404 (710), 572 (121). 

26. Quoted by H. J. Mahl, in SCH 2: 316. 

27. See KA 2: 312. 

28 SCH 3: 527 (17), 

29. SCH 3: 396 (684). 

30. SCH 3: 406 (717). In the same fragment Novalis calls this union of the poet 
and the philosopher the “Goethean thinker.” 

al. 5CH 3: 563 (36). 

32. See SCH 2: 524-25 (13). 

33. Gi ae 

34. SCH 3: 276-77 (210). 

35. See KA 18: 146 (280). 

36. SCH 3: 88. 

37. SCH 3: 685-86 (671). 

38. SCH 3: 638 (502). 

39. SCH 2: 650 (481). 
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41. See Critique of Pure Reason, 144 (A 121), and above, 41. 

42. SCH 3: 430 (826). 

43. See Critique of Pure Reason, 144 (A 120). 

44. Ibid., 182 (A 140, B 180). 

45. See Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. James 
S. Churchill (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1962), § 35. I shall not enter 
into the controversial question of whether Kant suppressed these pages in the sec- 
ond edition of the Critique of Pure Reason. 

46. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 186 (A 146, B 185). 

47. See chapter 1, 50. 

48. Immanuel Kant, Anthropologie, in Werke in 10 Banden, 10: 466, § 25. 

49. The romantic theory of poetic language is in a way only one of the stages in 
the long history of mimological linguistic theories. See Gérard Genette, Mimo- 
logics, trans. Thais E. Morgan (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1995). 

50. See Tzvetan Todorov, Theories of the Symbol, chap. 6. Todorov presents 
the whole spectrum of romantic and para-romantic positions, from Karl Philipp 
Moritz to Schelling by way of the Schlegel brothers, Novalis, Wackenroder, 
Goethe, Ast, et al., and his analysis brings out very clearly the fundamental affinity 
of all these authors beyond their individual differences. 

51. Ibid., 146-64. 

52. Panofsky, in his analysis of the importance of Plotinus’s ideas in the Man- 
nerist period, emphasizes the close connection between the theory of the symbolic 
function of art and hierarchical and spiritualist worldviews. In particular, he 
shows to what extent this conception is opposed to the ancient theory that beauty 
is defined by the equilibrium of proportions and the symmetry of the parts. He 
adds that it acknowledges as an implicit postulate that the Idea of Beauty that is 
found in the artist’s mind is superior to its material realization in the art work— 
characteristics that we also find in romantic theory. See Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A 
Concept in Art Theory, trans. Joseph J. S. Peake (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 
55 ff. 

53. Here are a few particularly striking definitions: “The true symbol is one in 
which the particular represents the universal, not as a dream or a shadow, but as 
a living and instantaneous revelation of what cannot be explored” [Goethe, Max- 
imen und Reflexionen, no. 314, in Sämtliche Werke (Artemis Verlag/DTV, 1977), 9: 
532]; “the beautiful is a symbolic representation of the infinite; for in this way it 
becomes at the same time clear how the infinite can appear in the finite. .. . How 
can the infinite be brought to the surface, to appearance? Only symbolically, in 
images and signs” (A. W. Schlegel, Die Kunstlehre, in Vorlesungen über schöne 
Literatur und Kunst (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1963], 2: 81-82). If the underlying 
theory is fundamentally the same in all these authors, the terminology is sometimes 
puzzling: thus Goethe and Schelling, for instance, oppose symbol to allegory (the 
latter being a representation in which the singular signifies the universal without 
fusing with it), whereas Friedrich Schlegel uses the term “allegory” in place of the 
term “symbol”: “All beauty is allegory. The most lofty is ineffable and can be 
expressed only through allegory” (KA 18: 4 (663). At the same time Schlegel rejects 
conventional allegory, which “limits itself to translating abstract concepts . . . into 
emblems” (KA 4: 23). Later on, Schopenhauer ends up completely confusing mat- 
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ters: while defining art as an intuitive realization of the Idea (and in this he comes 
back to the romantic definition of the artistic symbol), he rejects not only allegory 
(except in poetry) but even more the symbol, in which he sees no more than a 
conventional allegory. See Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea, 
trans. R. B. Haldane (London: Kegan Paul, 1896), 1: 305-37. 

94. SCH 3: 123. 

55. Sometimes this theory, which might seem to allow a symbolic interpreta- 
tion of any figurative practice, is interpreted in a very restricted sense: thus Fried- 
rich Schlegel, in his Ansichten und Ideen einer christlichen Kunst, maintains that 
only historical-allegorical paintings can claim the status of true works of art (see 
KA 4: 106-7). It goes without saying that this kind of reduction of the symbolic 
function to the historical genre is not in any way required if one defines the symbol 
as Novalis does here. It is nonetheless interesting to note that Novalis’s practice of 
the novel also has a tendency to confine itself to an allegorical coding that is any- 
thing but discreet. 

56. SCH 2: 562 (185). The paradoxical idea of a self-referential symbolism is 
already prefigured in Karl Philipp Moritz: “True beauty consists in the fact that a 
thing signifies nothing but itself, designates only itself, contains only itself, that it 
is a whole realized in itself” (quoted by Todorov, Theories of the Symbol, 161). 

57. See for example SCH 2: 672-73; 3: 451 (953). 

58. See Bubner, “De quelques conditions,,” 87. 

59. Pindar: “Prophesy (manteueo), Muse, and I will be your interpreter (pro- 
phateuso),” frag. 137, trans. D. A. Russell and M. Winterbottom, Ancient Literary 
Criticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 4. Democritus: “What a poet 
writes with enthusiasm (enthousiasmos) and divine inspiration (pneuma) is most 
beautiful,” frag. 18, Diels/Krantz, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (Berlin: 
Weidmannsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1960), 2: 146; translation taken from Kath- 
leen Freeman, Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers: A Complete Translation of 
the Fragments in Diels (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 97. The 
passages in Plato (in Jon and Phaedo) are too famous to be quoted here. Let us 
simply note that in the Jon Plato explicitly compares poetic inspiration to the delir- 
ium of the Korybantes and to the Bacchantes, and asserts that the divinity, having 
stolen away their spirits, makes them vaticinate and transforms them into sooth- 
sayers (Jon, 534). But this valorization of poets is very ambiguous, for it also allows 
Plato to deny them all techne, all art. 

60. See P. Klopsch, Einführung in die Dichtungslehren des lateinischen Mittel- 
alters (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1980), 20-36. 

61. Plato, Republic, 484C:5-D:3. 

62. Aristotle, Poetics, 51B:5-10. See also 51B:27-33. 

63. Ibid., 51B:27-29. There is a passage in book B of the Physics (II, 8 199A) in 
which Aristotle maintains that art has the power to achieve what nature by itself is 
incapable of realizing, but this thesis in no way endows art with a function of 
ontological revelation. 

64. See Ernst R. Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, 
trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967). It is true 
that one finds passages in ancient authors, particularly in certain Latin authors, 
that present the poet as founding reality: thus in Ovid, Fastes 6:21, the goddess 
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Juno calls the poet vates, Romani conditor anni. But all these passages can be 
interpreted within the framework of rhetorical conventions (brachylogy and ev- 
identia), and it seems to me erroneous to see in them signs of the conception that 
poetry is a kind of ontological revelation as, in a vaguely Heideggerian perspective, 
Godo Lieberg does in Poeta Creator (Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben, 1982), 30. 

65. Plato, Republic 10, 607B. 

66. For all these details I have made use of E. R. Curtius, European Literature, 
and P. Klopsch, Einführung in die Dichtungslehren. 

67. Curtius, European Literature, 215 ff. Elsewhere, Curtius notes that “The 
twelfth century Renaissance commonly equated poetry and philosophy (Baudri of 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
ECSTATIC VISION OR COSMIC FICTION? 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
ART AS THE THOUGHT OF BEING (HEIDEGGER) 


1. “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes,” in Holzwege, 6th ed. (Frankfurt-am- 
Main: V. Klostermann, 1980); “The Origin of the Work of Art,” in Poetry, Lan- 
guage, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper and Row, 1971); 
henceforth cited as OA. The best discussion of Heidegger’s theory of art, from an 
“internalist” point of view, is F. W. von Hermann, Heideggers Philosophie der 
Kunst (Franfurt-am-Main: V. Klosterman, 1980). In the same philosophical per- 
spective, see also Joseph Sodzik, Esthétique de Heidegger (Paris: Editions Univer- 
sitaires, 1963), and Arion L. Kelkel, La Légende de létre. Langage et poésie chez 
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Heidegger (Zurich: Atlantis, 1954). 
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the summer semester of 1942. The texts of these seminars limit themselves to ex- 
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introducing anything new: the method of reading in particular is strictly the same. 

4. A companion piece to the thinker-poet (denkender Dichter) that Holderlin is 
for Heidegger. 

5. The German edition Sein und Seit, 15th ed. (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer Ver- 
lag, 1979); in English, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward 
Robinson (New York: Harper, 1962). 

6. The quotation marks are Heidegger’s; Being and Time, 37. 

7. Ibid. 

8. See the German, Sein und Seit, 197. 

9. Ibid., 162 (emphasis supplied). 

10. Allemann, Hölderlin und Heidegger, does not take into account the passage 
quoted, which leads him to the following conclusion: “In the whole of Being and 
Time there is not the slightest allusion to the fact that the poetic might be particu- 
larly well-suited to such an explanation” (117). The passage from the first concep- 
tion to the second is connected with what is usually called the Kehre. On this 
shift—where what is involved is the replacement of the question of the meaning of 
Being by that of its (historical) truth, and hence the passage from Being to time 
that was already anticipated in Being and Time—see O. Pugliese, Vermittlung und 
Kehre: Grundzüge des Geschichtsdenkens bei M. Heidegger (Freiburg-im-Breis- 
gau, 1965), as well as R. Schürmann, Le Principe anarchie (Paris: Seuil, 1982), 
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especially 245-80. Schürmann returns to the idea of an evolutionary triad, previ- 
ously defended by Otto Poggeler in The Paths of Heidegger’s Life and Thought, 
trans. John Bailiff (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1996), the period of 
the question of the meaning of Being, that of the question of historical truth, and 
finally that of the topology of Being. According to Poggeler, the second conception, 
to which The Origin of the Work of Art belongs, is romantic, whereas the third is 
supposed to escape from this tradition [see Philosophie und Politik bei Martin 
Heidegger (Freiburg and Munich: Karl Alber, 1972), 157]. This view overlooks the 
fact that the function of art, and in a privileged way the function of poetry, remain 
thoroughly in conformity with the speculative theory of Art, and that the idea of a 
dialogue between thought and poetry, an idea that plays an important role during 
this third period, adopts one of the central characteristics of romantic thought. 

11. As early as Being and Time, Heidegger had said that the forgetting of Being 
could go so far as to forget the question of this forgetting itself, and hence as far as 
total erasure. 

12. Introduction to “Was ist Metaphysik?” (1949; Frankfurt-am-Main: V. 
Klostermann, 1981), 7. Also, The Question of Being, trans. William Kluback and 
Jean T. Wilde (New Haven: College and University Press, 1958), or: “It [oblivion] 
is an affair of Being itself, governs the fate of its essence.” The distinction between 
metaphysical questioning and the thought of Being raises a terminological prob- 
lem. On one hand Heidegger distinguishes “the revelation of the Being of being” as 
it is realized in Art or as the thinker questions it, from the metaphysical question 
that bears solely on beings: but on the other hand, metaphysical questioning is also 
sometimes described as “questioning of the Being of being.” In this second case, 
the term to be emphasized is “being,” whereas in the thinker’s questioning the 
focus is on Being, or to be more precise, on the difference between Being and 
beings, and thus on the ontological difference. Metaphysics does not discern this 
difference: when it questions Being, it questions it as it questions beings: it ques- 
tions the beingness (Seiendheit) of beings, rather than the Being (das Wesen) of 
beings. In my analysis of Heidegger’s theory of Art, the expression “the Being of 
being” always refers to the thinker’s questioning and not to metaphysical ontology. 

13. Holzwege, 81. 

14. Thus in On the Way to Language , 134, Heidegger writes, on the subject of 
Novalis and his theory of language, “Novalis understands language dialectically, 
in terms of subjectivity, that is, within the horizon of absolute idealism.” 

15. Holzwege, 87. 

16. See On the Way to Language, 46. 

17. Which Pierre Bourdieu rightly describes as “conservative romanticism.” 
See “L’Ontologie politique de Martin Heidegger,” Actes de la recherche en sciences 
sociales 5-6 (1975): 109-56, an article which, although very aggressive, brings back 
the ideological atmosphere in which the Heideggerian enterprise is situated. See 
also Jeanne Hersch, “Les Enjeux du débat auteur de Heidegger,” Commentaire no. 
42 (summer 1988): 474-80, which in my view constitutes the best assessment of the 
relationships between Heidegger’s philosophy, his antisemitism, and his adher- 
ence to Nazism. 

18. Heidegger, Holderlins Hymnen Germanien und Der Rhein, ed. Suzanne 
Ziegler (Frankfurt-am-Rhein: Klostermann, 1980). 
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19. See “Wissenschaft und Besinnung,” in Vorträge und Aufsätze (Pfullingen: 
Günther Neske, 1954), 58-59: “[N]ature cannot be evaded insofar as objectness as 
such prevents the corresponding representations and demonstrations from ever 
restructuring nature’s plenitude of being. That is what was ultimately haunting 
Goethe in his unfortunate conflict with Newton’s physics. Goethe could not yet see 
that his intuitive representation of nature also moved within the medium consti- 
tuted by objectness, in the subject-object relation, and thus, in its principle, did not 
differ from physics and remained, metaphysically, the same thing as physics.” In 
contrast, in The Principle of Reason, trans. Reginald Lilly (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1991), 126, Goethe is taken as a guide who makes it possible to 
open an “outer gate” leading beyond the reign of the principle of reason. 

20. See Holderlins Hymnen Germanien und Der Rhein: “All the sciences of 
nature—as indispensable as they might be within certain current limits, for exam- 
ple when it is a matter of making rubber or alternating current—leave us funda- 
mentally clueless on the essential question, in spite of their exactitude: because 
they ‘denature’ nature.” 

21. See for example “Letter on Humanism,” in Basic Writings, ed. David F. 
Krell (New York: Harper and Row, 1977), 191 ff., and especially “What Is “Think- 
ing’?” in Vortrage und Aufsätze, 127: “Science does not think.” This means among 
other things that science cannot understand itself (see ibid., 61): only the thinker 
can understand it and say what its historical place is. Thus Jean Beaufret, the 
thinker, can tell physicists that “ontologically, physics is already complete” [see 
Vier Seminare (Frankfurt-am-Main: Klostermann, 1957), 56]. 

22. Ibid., 42. 

23. Rainer Schürmann, Le Principe anarchie, 152-53, notes the relationship 
between the Heideggerian problematics of the origin and romantic conceptions: 
“The directive signification of the notion of beginning in Heidegger’s work is 
doubtless taken from the German romantics: the original, the beginning par excel- 
lence, is ancient Greece. But as also in the romantics, this notion comes to designate 
not only what formerly was, but what we are awaiting rather late in the day, a new 
reversal; that is, it designates the very essence of human saying and doing.” 

24. For a critique of the Heideggerian distinction between history and histori- 
cality, see David Kolb, The Critique of Pure Modernity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1986), 288 ff. 

25. OA 61. 

26. This last notion must be compared with the triad Arbeitsdienst, Wehrdi- 
enst, Wissensdienst devleoped in Heidegger’s inaugural address upon becoming 
rector of the University of Heidelberg in 1933 in order to grasp all of its ideological 
significance, and to understand its disappearance from texts published after World 
War Two. 

27. OA 76-77. 

28. See Jacques Derrida, “Restitutions,” in Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Ben- 
nington and lan McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). See also 
below, n. 37. 

ZO. OA 77. 

30. Heidegger uses the word “unterbindet” here. The English translator ren- 
ders this as “shackle”; this meaning is literal (though not common) and it seems to 


338 NOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE 


me not appropriate here. The following phrase states that these concepts “obstruct 
the way,” and this shows that “unterbindet” should be understood in the (com- 
mon) sense of “to intercept, arrest.” 

31. OA 31. 

32. OA 20: 

33. OA 39. See also the 1956 Zusatz: “Reflection on what art may be is com- 
pletely and decidedly determined only in regard to the question of Being. Art is 
considered neither an area of cultural achievement nor an appearance of spirit; it 
belongs to the disclosure of appropriation by way of which the ‘meaning of Being’ 
can alone be defined. What art may be is one of the questions to which no answers 
are given in the essay.” OA 86. 

34. OA 32-33. The German text is: “Zu deren Beschreibung bedarf es nicht 
einmal der Vorlage Wirklicher Stücke dieser Art von Gebrauchzeug.” 

35. Cf. Derrida, Truth in Painting, 295. 

36. OA 32-33. 

37. We will never discover how Heidegger knows this. Derrida, in his subtle 
text, dismisses both Heidegger and his critic Meyer Schapiro because both of them 
are supposed to have accepted in advance that the picture shows a pair of shoes 
rather than simply two shoes that may very well have come from two different 
pairs. Itis clear that on the terrain of empirical conjectures where Schapiro situates 
himself, he is perfectly justified in granting that this is a pair of shoes, because that 
possibility is far more probable than the one devised by Derrida. His agreement 
with Heidegger concerning the fact that this is a pair of shoes thus deprives his 
critique of their identification as a pair of peasant woman’s shoes of none of its 
pertinence. His own hypothesis, namely that these are a city-dweller’s shoes, in 
this case Van Gogh’s, certainly rests on a mimetic conception of art, as Derrida 
quite rightly points out, but we must not forget that in asking about their appurte- 
nance he only places himself on the terrain already chosen by Heidegger. See 
Meyer Schapiro, Theory and Philosophy of Art: Style, Artist and Society (New 
York: George Braziller, 1994). 


38. OA 34 

39. Ibid 

40. OA 35 

41. OA 35-36 
42. OA 33-34 
43. OA 56 


44. OA 40-41. The question Heidegger raises here is obviously important: it is 
that of the radical change in the pragmatic status of works of art following “Elgin- 
ism” and the birth of the museum. But his position is in no way original: Walter 
Benjamin was defending it around the same time (in “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction”); we have also found it in another form in Hegel; and in 
fact it had been vigorously defended at the turn of the nineteenth century by 
Quatremere de Quincy, in his Lettres sur le projet d’enlever les monuments de l'Italie 
(1796) and in his Considérations morales sur la destination des ouvrages de l’art 
(1815). On this subject, see Joan Borrell, L’Artiste-roi (Paris: Aubier, 1990), 311--21. 

45. OA 42. 

46. OA 42-43; emphasis supplied. The same holds for tragedy: it is not a pre- 
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senting (aufführen) or a representing (vorführen), but an enactment of the battle 
between ancient peoples and the new gods. See ibid., 43. 

47. “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes,” 58-59. 

48. The opposition between the piece of equipment that “uses up” the earth 
and the work that respects it, even though it is a commonplace, has scarcely any 
real foundation. Let us take the case of painting: it is clear that the processes of 
transformation to which the mineral or vegetable pigments are subjected (leaving 
aside synthetic pigments, which Heidegger would probably reject because they are 
“industrial”) are governed by the same heterofinality as the village potter’s use of 
clay. Thus the preparation of lapis lazuli blue presupposes numerous mechanical 
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CONCLUSION 
WHAT THE SPECULATIVE TRADITION MISUNDERSTOOD 
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Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984) 

6. Ibid., 269. 

7. Ibid., 189-90. 

8. Michael Podro points out that no aesthetic theory had more influence on the 
conceptions of modern art than Schopenhauer’s philosophy. See The Manifold in 
Perception: Theories of Art from Kant to Hildebrand (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1977), 92. 

9. See Anne Henry, Marcel Proust. Theories pour une esthétique (Paris: 
Klincksieck, 1983). Henry maintains that Proust’s aesthetics was indebted not only 
to Schopenhauer, particularly with regard to the theory of music and the idea of 
the redemptive function of art (46 ff), but also to Schelling (82 ff.). In fact, the 
speculative theory of Art pervades turn-of-the-century aesthetic conceptions to 
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11. See René-Pierre Colin, Schopenhauer en France: un mythe naturaliste 
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